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WILD MINDS 
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The lighting is dim in his cabin, just the way 
he likes it. His eyes may strain and ache, but 
the mood is set appropriately for his writing. 
He prefers the feel of surrounding darkness, 
closing in on him. The monsters come out of 
the shadows then and fill the pages of his 
notebook. Adam always uses notebooks for his 
first drafts. He feels like things come alive that 
way. 

Outside, the cabin is fenced by snow- 
covered brush and trees, hidden within the 
mountains surrounding Wenatchee, 
Washington. There’s maybe a foot of white 


powder on the ground, with more to come. 
Adam chose this week in particular to come 
and write; snowstorms make for the perfect 
excuse to hole up in an office with a good 
book. In this case, it would be his own work, 
young and malleable. 

The wind had increased greatly since that 
afternoon. The howling outside could have 
been any number of things at this point; 
wolves, bears, or even the monsters of Adam’s 
mind. He was in ecstasy, bundled up in his 
robe and blanket, sitting close to his desk with 
the fire going in the corner. The shadows cast 
by the dancing flames made it all the better, 
putting his mind in an active state to breed 
nightmares. 

It had been months since he’d really sat 
down and written anything new. Adam was 
aching to put his pen to paper again, and his 
family would just have to understand the 
solitary necessity in doing so. Captivity, in a 
sense, was his best friend when writing. He 
needed to be sheltered from the world to do 
his best work. Then his mind would open like 
a pressured valve, releasing steam and secrets 
in a heated hiss. 

The cold was a necessary evil when it 


came to these mountains. Southern California 
was nothing like this, and that was part of the 
magic coming here—the flip. He needed that 
drastic change to find his element, to conjure 
the demons. Inside Adam, there were 
hundreds of voices waiting to be heard; a 
seemingly endless line of characters begging 
for his attention. He had gotten to so few so 
far, it seemed. Even with his eleven bestsellers 
on the shelves, there were still so many faces 
hounding him for escape. 

Downstairs, his one companion—a 
Golden Retriever by the name of Collie— 
begins to pace the living room nervously. The 
pat-pat of her feet on the wooden floor 
distracts Adam enough so that he decides to 
look over the railing at the ground level 
below. There, he sees Collie’s attention fixed 
on the large, bay window; Adam immediately 
knows what time has come. 

The monster has arrived. 

“Excellent,” he says _ breathlessly, 
dropping his blanket to the floor and hurrying 
toward the stairs. 

Collie hears his approach but doesn’t 
remove her eyes from the outside world. All 
that stands between her and evil is this 


window, this pane of glass. She stands her 
ground, rigid and ready to respond. But then 
Adam stops beside her and places a hand on 
the back of her neck, soothingly. 

“Easy, girl,” he says. “He’s with us.” 

Adam follows Collie’s gaze out the 
window and into the trees. The outside light 
with its motion sensor has been tripped, 
illuminating the surrounding forest some sixty 
feet. There, in the not-so-distance is something 
large and broad-shouldered. It stands at least 
ten feet tall, with thick, short legs, and an 
immensely oversized chest and shoulder-span. 
Its body is white, blending with the snow as 
camouflage. Its head isn’t atop the shoulders, 
but rather in the center of its chest, small and 
reaching out like a face pushing through 
slime. Though its eyes are large and dark, the 
mouth, nose and ears seem nonexistent. The 
monster is all bulk and eyes. 

“Where’s the bite?” Adam asks, looking 
to Collie for an answer. “Shouldn’t it have 
teeth?” 

Collie whimpers and retreats from the 
window several feet before turning to scurry 
off into the laundry room. 

Adam looks back outside, but the beast 


has gone. 
“We’re not done just yet,” he says. “But 
you go ahead and hide a little longer.” 
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The next morning, Adam takes his coffee 
outside for a walk. Collie tries to follow, but 
the snow is too deep. Adam tells her he’ll clear 
a path after his morning pick-me-up, and then 
heads in the direction of the trees. It is at this 
border he’d seen the beast the night before, 
watching the house as he appraised _ its 
appearance. It had been spooky and unsettling 
—enough so that he dreamed of it—but still 
he wanted teeth. With his coffee, he aims to 
decide whether or not the monster has any leg 
to stand on in his story. 

At the trees, he finds the  beast’s 
footprints. They are partially filled with the 
snow that has fallen during the early hours of 
the morning, but still prominent enough to 
find and follow. Adam smiles as he kneels to 
look at them closely; they are rounded like 
stumps. His monster doesn’t appear to have 
toes or claws, but trees for legs. He likes that. 
They could crush a man’s chest with ease, 
turning him into an exploding ketchup packet. 


“So he does exist,” Adam decides with a 
nod. He then follows the tracks a little way, 
stopping as the ground begins to climb. He 
looks ahead at the mountain side that borders 
his property; the tracks continue up. He 
cannot follow them, not at that incline in this 
snow. So he calls out with a hand, “Ill be 
seeing you tonight!” 

Back at the cabin, Adam places his empty 
coffee mug in the sink and grabs his snow 
shovel from Collie’s laundry room. She has a 
sanctuary there, and he leaves it to her for the 
most part. Aside from the random tools and 
the machines, he keeps the room for Collie’s 
things. She has multiple dog beds, blankets, 
and toys scattered about. She spent the night 
there after Adam’s monster stopped to check 
in on them, quiet and scared. 

“Tll go make you some space outside,” he 
tells her as he retrieves the shovel and returns 
to the cold. It takes him a good hour to make a 
rectangular area of twelve by twelve (give or 
take) for Collie to use. Once he’s finished, 
Adam is exhausted and hungry, having not 
eaten yet. So he returns inside, letting Collie 
out to pee, and heads off into the kitchen to 
cook. 


Once he’s made himself breakfast, Adam 
goes to the backdoor to let Collie back inside. 
She’s been out in the cold long enough; she’s 
probably pissed at him for not coming sooner. 
But when Adam opens the door and looks for 
her, she’s nowhere to be seen. So he puts 
down his food (which he’d been carrying 
around), and quickly slides on his boots. 

Outside, the wind is whipping through 
the trees once more, blowing snow from the 
branches above. Adam crosses Collie’s cleared 
area and sees that she’s gone off into the trees, 
though with some obvious difficulty. Though 
he cannot see her anywhere ahead, he can tell 
her path follows his from a little earlier. 

“Damn,” he mutters, no longer dressed 
for venturing into the woods. So he yells for 
Collie to come back, over and over until his 
voice begins to split in the cold. It feels like 
he’s swallowed a pound of snow by the time 
he’s stopped and returned inside. 

“She’ll come back,” he tells himself, 
retrieving his plate of food and taking it to the 
table. “She always comes back.” 
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Adam wishes he had picked up a few more 


frozen pizzas for his provisions, but it’s too 
late now. The lonely road leading to his cabin 
is under too much snow to give him leave 
anytime soon, and the plows don’t come up 
this way. Surely, he could call and offer 
someone enough money to clear the way, but 
that’s more than he’s willing to do at this time. 
For now, he’ll just suffer his pizza-less 
existence and continue eating soup and 
sandwiches. 

Hours have _ passed since  Collie’s 
departure, and she still hasn’t returned. Adam 
is getting worried and thinks he may go ahead 
and bundle up for a hike through the forest in 
search of her. It’s too damn cold out there for 
the dog, especially with the snow reaching up 
to her chin. If she hasn’t frozen to death 
already, he thinks she could soon enough. 

After dressing and arming himself with a 
recently purchased ax, Adam leaves the cabin 
and begins toward the trees in the same 
direction he’d taken that morning. Collie’s 
tracks are easy enough to follow; it looks like 
she was hopping through the snow like a 
bunny most of the way, which isn’t any 
surprise. He wonders just how many breaks 
she must have taken along the way to keep 


from losing all of her energy and simply 
collapsing. Just sixty feet from the house and 
he’s already thinking of rest. 

Collie’s messy tracks come to an end at 
the incline, same as Adam’s from that 
morning. However, there are two _ large 
impacts in the snow beside them, as if his 
beast dropped down from above and snatched 
her up. He looks at them for over a minute 
longer, before slowly turning his head to the 
tree branches above. He sees nothing at first, 
but then notices a series of broken branches 
on one side of the nearest tree. 

“Son of a bitch,” he says. “He can climb.” 

Adam looks around this spot in every 
direction, hoping for a clue as to which 
direction the beast has gone with Collie. 
Finally, he takes notice of a path of fallen 
twigs leading up the incline. Would they have 
fallen due to a beast traveling from tree to 
tree? He thinks so, and braces himself for a 
difficult hike, using the ax occasionally as a 
way of pulling himself up. 

It takes him ten minutes to reach the top 
where the ground levels out once more, and 
there he discovers the mouth of a cave. He 
takes one look at it, and then turns back in the 


direction of his cabin. This isn’t far at all from 
where he’s been going all these years. Has the 
monster always been here, waiting for him to 
take notice? 

There’s blood in the snow right before the 
entrance. 

Adam prepares himself for the worst, 
takes several steps forward, and then stops. 
The cave is dark, and he is without a 
flashlight. Bringing one had never occurred to 
him. So he hesitates at the mouth, trying to 
decide whether or not he should call for 
Collie. After struggling with himself for several 
minutes, Adam turns away from the cave and 
begins back down the mountain side. He isn’t 
proud of himself, but he’s feeling something 
he isn’t accustomed to. 

Fear. 
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It’s almost entirely dark by five when Adam 
wakes from his mid-afternoon nap. As he exits 
his bedroom and heads beyond his desk, he 
reminds himself that Collie is still missing, and 
decides to check the cabin perimeter for her. 
Once he’s thrown on his heavy coat and boots, 
he steps out into the cleared area by the front 


door. The motion sensor picks him up a 
moment later, and the flood lights switch on. 
He looks out into the trees and calls Collie’s 
name. The only response he receives is the 
howling of wind. 

Adam shakes his head sadly and returns 
inside, thinking that Collie must be dead by 
now. The only way she could have survived in 
this weather so long is if she was actually 
inside with someone else. Maybe someone 
from town found her lost in the woods. He 
thinks maybe he should pin up posters in the 
morning, but then remembers his driveway 
isn’t visible anymore. How would he get to 
town? Hiking would take hours, if not most of 
the day. 

He thinks of his daughter and what he 
will tell her when he comes home without 
Collie. She will be devastated to know the 
truth, or what Adam assumes to be the truth. 
Surely, he would have to lie, and say Collie 
got loose during a walk around town. That 
way he could assure her a kind family would 
give her a new home, a good home. 

As Adam begins up the stairs to his study, 
something slams against the house from 
outside. He trips on the steps and catches 


himself on the railing, startled by the sound. 
He looks back toward the door and waits for a 
beat...and then another. There’s no knocking, 
no ringing of the doorbell. But something has 
hit the house, nevertheless. 

Once he’s gathered his courage, Adam 
descends the stairs on light feet, careful to be 
quiet. Rather than head for the door, he 
rounds the staircase and moves toward the 
back of the cabin where the laundry room 
awaits. There, he puts on a different pair of 
boots, another one of his heavy coats, and 
gathers his ax and a flashlight. He then opens 
the back door as slowly as he can, not wanting 
to make a sound. 

Around the back of the house is the 
parking area where his snow-covered Explorer 
sits cold. As Adam follows the perimeter of the 
cabin—his flashlight pointed downward at his 
feet—he tries to keep his eyes sharp on the 
surroundings. The wind is loud enough that 
most sounds have been lost in its howl; 
anyone and anything could be moving around 
him, and he’d never hear them. 

Carelessly, Adam has forgotten his gloves, 
so his hands are already beginning to freeze. 
The grip he has on the ax in his right hand has 


grown so tight that he thinks his skin is fusing 
to the handle in the cold. Feeling the ache in 
his joints after just two minutes outside, he 
tells himself he needs to hurry this up and get 
back to the heat of his fireplace. 

Finally, Adam reaches the corner turning 
into the front yard where Collie’s cleared 
space is located. Before stepping away from 
the side of the house, he scans the space as 
best he can. Even with the floodlights on, he 
sees nothing but snow and trees. Then he steps 
out from the perimeter, far enough to peer 
around the front of the house to where the 
door is in view. 

There’s a shape there, crumpled on the 
icy welcome mat. Once more, Adam scans his 
surroundings before taking another step 
forward. He makes his way to the shape 
cautiously, his heart racing. Once upon it, he 
is momentarily confused by what has been left 
at his doorstep. It doesn’t appear to be 
anything recognizable. Then he realizes one 
end of it has been severed: there’s dried blood 
and innards, frozen solid. The fur across the 
remaining body is clumped with snow, but 
golden underneath. 

Placing his flashlight between his teeth, 


Adam reaches his frozen hand out and rolls 
the body over. Now he can see the hind legs 
and tail frozen against them. This is Collie’s 
corpse, or at least the bottom half of it. 
Realizing this, Adam jumps back in disgust 
and lets out a scream. The flashlight lands 
between his knees as he falls backward. 

Instinctively, Adam turns his head to the 
tree line and spots the beast. It’s standing in 
the same spot as the night before, watching 
him silently. Only this time, there’s dark blood 
staining the white fur beneath its large, black 
eyes. 

“Where are your teeth?” he shudders. “I 
can’t see them, but they must be there.” 

Hiding. 

Adam picks himself up quickly and runs 
into the front door, expecting it to open as he 
turns the knob. But it’s locked, of course, just 
the way he’d left it. So he swivels back around 
and looks toward the forest for the beast, 
thinking it must be set to charge him. Instead, 
he finds himself alone with only darkness 
beyond the trees. 

After a minute of looking left and right 
Adam determines that the monster has 
decided to let him sweat it out for another 


night. So he hefts his ax tightly between both 
hands—having forgotten the fallen flashlight 
in the snow—and returns to the back of the 
house where there’s a door he can still use. 
Once inside, he begins to cry. 

He doesn’t sleep much that night. Instead, 
he sits at his desk and writes for hours on end. 
His latest story is coming to life with ease, but 
at what cost? Collie is dead, and now his 
monster is taunting him for pleasure. Playing 
with its food, it would seem. Things have 
never gone this far before, but he tries to tell 
himself it’s not as bad as it appears. 

It’s not like any people have been harmed 
yet. And he aims to keep it that way. 

As soon as his story is finished, the hunt 
for his monster will begin. 
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When Adam finally leaves his office, it’s 
around three in the morning. It’s been quiet 
ever since he’s returned inside, so he thinks 
the beast has found refuge in its cave up the 
mountain side. He wonders when it will be 
best to kill it—day or night—but then reminds 
himself he still has more work to do before 
then. In the meantime, he needs to go to town 


for some supplies. 

The snow is starting to fall lighter now, 
but there’s still too much on the road for him 
to drive back to town. He could either go on 
foot or call a plow. For now, he thinks it’s best 
to avoid bringing anyone else up to his 
property, meaning he will have to walk. He 
doesn’t look forward to the exercise (because 
that is exactly what it will be), but there’s 
some food and ammunition he needs to buy. 
The trip will take up the rest of daylight, so he 
plans to stay the night in town by loading his 
backpack with his notebook and a change of 
clothes. There is also a wagon on skis in his 
shed he thinks should be dragged along for his 
purchases. 

He heads outside around lunchtime, after 
he’s managed to take a nap for several hours. 
When he opens the front door, he is reminded 
of Collie’s corpse. A layer of snow has fallen 
over it, but he recognizes the mound, 
nevertheless. So he carries it over to the side 
yard and attempts to dig a grave for the poor 
dog. However, the ground is too solid to break 
through, leaving him with a tough decision to 
make. After some consideration, he thinks a 
bonfire could be made later for a cremation 


funeral. He mentally adds the necessary 
supplies to his shopping list and leaves down 
the driveway. 

The snow is currently eighteen inches 
high. 
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He reaches town as the sun is beginning to set. 
He is exhausted and ready to collapse, his 
body hurting all over, worse than it has from 
anything in years. Luckily, the grocery store is 
near the turn-off for his cabin, so he stops 
there first, leaving his sled-wagon by the 
entrance. Inside, near the registers, are several 
benches. He drops himself into one and closes 
his eyes for a minute, trying to get a moment 
of rest. It is soon interrupted by Doris, the 
elderly checkout lady. 

“T didn’t realize you were back in town, 
Mr. Shannon,” she says on approach. “I feel 
like I haven’t seen you in a year or more.” 

Adam opens his eyes reluctantly to 
acknowledge her. “It has been over a year 
since I was last here,” he tells her. “I was 
overdue.” 

“So, you’re writing something new up 
there?” 


He nods and arches his back in a stretch. 

“When will we be able to read it?” 

“Tt could be pretty soon, actually,” he 
says, standing to get a cart. “I’m thinking of 
putting it out as an e-book. So, once it’s 
copyrighted and edited...” 

“What’s it about?” 

Adam grins when he replies. “A monster 
in the snow. Lurking outside of an unaware 
town.” 

Doris mock-shivers and smiles. 

Adam takes his shopping cart and turns 
toward the aisles. “I'll see you back here in a 
bit,” he says, walking away. 

It doesn’t take him long to gather the 
things on his list. Even the supplies necessary 
to burn Collie are there, and he doesn’t care 
about price comparison elsewhere. The only 
thing he doesn’t find at the grocery store is the 
box of bullets for his 9mm, but Bob Garland’s 
Ammunition is just a block away. As he checks 
out at Doris’s register, she asks how much 
longer he’s expecting to be around. 

“A few more days. I’m almost done with 
this story.” 

“How’s it coming along?” 

Adam thinks of Collie. “It’s had_ its 


difficult moments, but I’m processing it all. In 
the end, I think the monster will be worth the 
story.” 
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By the time Adam is finished with the grocery 
store and Garland’s, his wagon is full and 
challenging to pull along. His shoulders and 
back are already aching, but luckily, he’s 
finished everything he needed to do in town. 
So he heads to the motel to book himself a 
room for the night. Behind the front desk is 
Tom, a man in his late twenties that has 
helped Adam numerous times in the past with 
his property. 

“T didn’t know you were back,” Tom says, 
getting up from his chair behind the desk. This 
is now the third time Adam has heard this 
realization in the last hour, so it rolls over him 
almost disregarded. 

“This trip is a shorter one,” he tells the 
young man, removing his wallet from his back 
pocket. “ll only be here maybe a week, and 
it’s already been a few days.” 

“Well, I think you'll need that road 
plowed before you can leave again,” Tom says, 
typing away on his computer. “I passed it 


earlier today, and no one’s touched it.” 

“You're right. And I was thinking of 
giving you a call once I was ready to leave.” 

“Pve got kind of a busy week, but the day 
after tomorrow I’m available if you want.” 

It’s sooner than Adam would have liked 
anyone on the property, but Tom is reliable 
and trustworthy. He doesn’t want to have to 
find somebody else. 

“Yeah, sure. That will be fine.” 

“Ts three-fifty fair?” 

Adam nods, knowing the job will take 
much of the day. “I can do that.” 

Tom hands him a room key and says, “I'll 
come by after breakfast to start at the bottom 
and work my way up. See you Thursday, Mr. 
Shannon.” 
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The motel room is dimly lit and depressing, 
but that works perfectly for Adam. Once he’s 
unpacked, he sets up at the small desk with 
the TV on one end and begins to write in his 
notebook. He feels like a man possessed and is 
happy to feel the surge again. It was too long a 
break between stories, and Adam has been 
feeling an itch to release the thoughts in his 


head. There are many—many more still—and 
at times he can feel drowned in them. 

His stomach starts to growl around ten, at 
which point Adam microwaves one of the TV 
dinners he’s purchased from Doris. He doesn’t 
even bother to look at which one he’s grabbed 
from the mini freezer; as long as it’s food, it 
will do. Once the small tray has cooked, he 
eats it distractedly with his pen in one hand, 
scribbling away furiously in his notebook. 

Once two AM hits, Adam finally calls it 
quits. He can barely keep his eyes open any 
longer, and they feel as dry as a desert floor. 
But he’s made good progress, great progress, 
in fact. Once he’s back at the house— 
hopefully before lunch time rolls around— 
Adam will spend the rest of the day writing. 
By Thursday, he expects to be done with the 
story, just in time for Tom’s plowing. While 
the young man works on the private drive, 
Adam will hunt his beast in the woods. The 
timing is close, but he thinks he’ll manage. 
Come Friday, he can return to Southern 
California. 

Adam falls asleep as soon as he’s slid into 
bed. 


Back at the house, everything is just as he left 
it. Once Adam has taken everything inside— 
with the exception of his burning supplies—he 
returns to the side yard for Collie. It’s almost 
eleven now, and by the time he’s had this 
funeral, half the day will be gone. Luckily for 
Adam, he writes best after dark. 

It takes some time to get set up, but the 
fire is glorious once he has it going. He can’t 
help but cry a little as Collie burns in its 
center, just an innocent victim in all this. She 
was a good dog and a loyal sidekick for years. 
He isn’t sure if he wants to replace her but 
knows his daughter will make sure it happens 
eventually. 

As he keeps warm by the fire, thinking, 
Adam looks around for any sign of the beast. It 
doesn’t appear the monster has been by since 
the other night. He doesn’t see any tracks or 
blood. Then he is reminded of its ability to 
climb and looks toward the treetops. Maybe it’s 
watching me right now, he thinks. He knows 
that, somewhere, the beast still lives. 

Once he’s had his fill of the funeral, 
Adam returns inside for lunch. As he eats, Tom 
calls to confirm his plow job for the following 
day. Adam checks his small safe for the cash 


and counts out three hundred and fifty dollars. 
Tom will have a hell of a job on his hands 
come the morning; the snow is at least twenty 
inches now, and the private drive is long. 
Adam is just happy he makes enough money 
to pay others to do this sort of work, so he 
doesn’t have to. 

The remaining hours of daylight consist 
of Adam reading and catching up on his 
Netflix shows in the study. The fireplace 
cackles occasionally, making him feel less 
alone. He thinks of Collie outside and looks 
out the bedroom window to check on her 
flames. They’ve died down greatly and have 
almost extinguished in the cold. Again, the 
wind has started to blow, sending snow down 
from the trees in falling curtains. 

Around eight that night—in the midst of 
Adam’s prime writing block—his wife calls. 
“You doing all right up there?” she asks when 
he answers with some annoyance. 

“Yes, just fine. ’ve almost finished this 
story,” he tells her, checking his watch. 

“You haven’t called since you got to the 
house ...” 

“ve been busy, dear. You know why I 
come here. For peace and quiet. To get work 


done.” 

“When do you think you’ll be home?” 

Adam represses a sigh. “Friday night, as 
long as it doesn’t snow again.” 

“How much did Wenatchee get?” 

“The town has a little over a foot. The 
cabin is closer to two.” 

“Feeling claustrophobic there?” 

“Not at all,” Adam says. “I enjoy the 
miles of white powder.” 

“Tm sure Collie likes having the wildlife 
around her.” 

Adam looks toward the window. Outside, 
the fire for Collie had gone out completely. 
There’s little left of her now. 

“You know how she is. I open the door 
and she runs out into the woods. Even with 
the snow up to her chest.” 

“Sounds like she’s having a good time.” 

Adam doesn’t respond. 

“T'm bothering you, aren’t I?” 

“You know I do most of my writing after 
dark.” 

“Fine. Pll talk to you later. Let me know 
when you’re making the drive back.” 

“T will.” 

“Love you.” 


“Love you, too.” 

As soon as the call ends, Adam 
immediately returns to his notebook. He 
spends the next three hours finishing his story, 
and then turns on his laptop to type it up. 
Once he’s done that, it’s after four in the 
morning and he’s dragging. As the printer 
hums to life, Adam shuffles to the bedroom to 
collapse. In several hours, Tom will be at the 
bottom of his drive to start plowing, and 
Adam still has a beast to hunt. So he sets his 
phone alarm for nine, hoping to have the 
creature put down before Tom ever nears the 
actual cabin. 

Only Adam hasn’t had his phone plugged 
in for the last two days and its battery is just 
about dead. He’s too tired to even notice the 
warning flash on the screen as he goes to 
replace it on the nightstand. An hour later, it 
shuts down as Adam snores loudly just a foot 
away. 
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It’s almost two in the afternoon before he 
finally wakes on his own, confused as to why 
his alarm never sounded. Once he’s realized 
the phone’s battery is dead, he curses and 


rushes into the bathroom to shower. Tom 
could be halfway up the road by now, and 
there’s still a monster on the loose. Adam is 
angry at himself for having been so careless, 
but there’s not much he can do about it now. 
He'll just have to quickly find his creation and 
put it to rest before anything bad can happen. 

Once he’s clean and dressed, he loads his 
9mm and places it in his hip holster (an 
antique-looking thing that makes him feel like 
Roland Deschain, despite having the wrong 
shape to accommodate this particular gun). 
Before heading out the back door in his boots, 
he makes sure to grab his ax and a flashlight; 
the cave will be his first stop. 

The sun is bright when he steps out, its 
heat causing the snow to drip from the trees. 
This could make Tom’s job easier and quicker, 
he realizes, and urges himself toward the 
woods in a hurry. 

Maybe he’s gone, Adam thinks as he works 
his way through the tall snow. I haven’t seen 
him since Collie. 

“Wishful thinking,” he tells himself aloud, 
shaking his head. “Let’s just get this over 
with.” 

The climb up the cliff side is even worse 


today, as Adam’s body aches all over from his 
trip into town. His muscles are torn and 
healing, and his joints are overstretched. By 
the time he’s reached the cave at the top, he 
needs a rest before any fight can begin. So he 
lowers himself down into the snow against a 
large rock, catching his breath and listening to 
the woods around him. 

Aside from the dripping of melting snow 
(and the occasional flutter of birds), there’s 
silence. 

Adam checks his watch and wonders how 
far Tom has made it up the road. He’s down to 
two hours of daylight now, maybe less. 
Unhappily, Adam picks himself back up— 
using the ax as leverage—and stomps toward 
the mouth of the cave. “Alright, you bastard,” 
he growls breathlessly. “Get on out here.” 

He removes his flashlight and runs its 
beam over the cave walls. It doesn’t appear to 
be a deep dwelling by any means, maybe fifty 
feet or so. It takes only a minute of looking 
around to tell that the cavity is empty; a beast 
would have been easy to spot in a space of this 
size. In fact, there is nothing to see at all there. 
It’s as if nothing has ever sought refuge in the 
cave, which strikes Adam as odd. So he turns 


away, confused and wondering where to look 
next. 

After a while of wandering’ the 
neighboring woods, Adam gives up and 
returns to the cabin. As he emerges from the 
trees, he sees Tom’s truck coming up toward 
the driveway. It’s not far from the front yard 
now, which is good; darkness will be falling 
soon. Adam waves hello as he heads to the 
front door, Tom honking his horn in response. 

“Well, that was a waste of energy,” he 
tells himself on his way into the kitchen. He is 
starving from the exercise, having not yet 
eaten since waking up. From the window 
above the sink, a knife of light is cutting 
across the tile floor as the sun begins to set. It 
blinds him every time he passes through in his 
effort to make a large sandwich for himself. 

Once he’s eaten (and had a few beers), 
Adam looks out the window toward the 
driveway to see Tom plowing near his 
Explorer. It’s nearly dark out now, and Tom 
has his headlights on as he scoops the snow 
from the pavement to the yard. Adam wonders 
if he should go out to shovel around his 
vehicle, but decides he needs to use the 
bathroom before he worries about anything 


else. 

While urinating in the bathroom, Adam 
hears Tom honk his truck horn twice from the 
driveway. He assumes that means Tom has 
done the job and collects the money he took 
from the safe earlier. As he heads down the 
stairs, he pauses to listen closely, thinking he’s 
heard someone shouting. But there’s nothing 
but the whistling wind outside and the TV in 
the living room. 

Outside, it’s full dark now. However, the 
motion sensors have tripped all around the 
cabin, lighting up the yard and driveway. 
Adam shivers against the cold (wishing for the 
sun to return) and makes his way around to 
the parking area. There, he finds Tom’s truck 
in mid plow, finishing up the last little bit of 
the driveway. However, it’s not moving. 

Adam rounds the vehicle and finds the 
driver-side door wide open without anyone 
inside. The engine is running, and the lights 
are on, but Tom is absent. Adam looks around, 
but he’s alone. “Tom?” he calls out. “Where’d 
you go?” 

The wind blows harder, and Adam curses 
himself from not putting on heavier clothes. 
Granted, he thought this would be a quick trip 


outside, but still. 

As he goes down the driveway a bit, he 
spots footprints in the snow leading off to the 
woods on the far side of the property. The 
reach of the corner spotlight ends before the 
trees, so Adam hesitates to follow the tracks. 
He didn’t bring his flashlight, so he would 
have to explore the woods mostly blind as a 
result. 

“Tom? You out there?” 

Nothing. 

God damn it, he thinks, heading toward 
the trees. I’m not even armed. 

Once in the woods, he feels surrounded 
by eyes. He looks every which way with each 
step but cannot shake the paranoia of being 
watched. He goes about thirty feet before he 
hears it: a crunching sound. Adam opens his 
mouth to call for Tom again, but no words 
escape. He listens carefully before changing 
his course slightly and continuing forward. 
Ahead, a shape begins to form as he nears. It’s 
large, maybe ten feet high. And white. 

Adam trips on a covered branch and 
catches himself on a nearby tree, but the 
sound has given away his approach. The beast 
turns to face him. In its claws is Tom, his head 


partly eaten. Blood mats the fur of its broad 
chest and stains the snow around its feet. 

“Fuck.” 

Adam immediately turns to run. As he 
does his best to follow the sliver of light ahead 
—his guiding spotlight—he hears furious 
movement in the treetops behind him, always 
on his tail. Adam wants to scream, but his 
throat is tight and frozen. When he emerges 
from the woods, he falls and gets a face full of 
snow. As he quickly picks himself up to run 
once more, he looks back at the woods. A 
moment later, the beast crashes down from 
above, in the very spot Adam had just tripped 
seconds before. 

Please be unlocked, he prays, heading for 
the back door. He can’t even remember which 
way he left earlier to find Tom, but he knows 
the cabin is his only chance. Just as he reaches 
it, the beast slams him from behind, sending 
him through the door and to the floor with 
such force that the air is knocked out of him. 
When he rolls over, he sees the monster trying 
to force its way through the entryway, its size 
a new obstacle. 

My gun, Adam reminds himself, looking 
up the stairs. He’d left it on the desk after 


returning from his search earlier, loaded and 
ready. 
The beast grunts as it turns itself 
sideways and begins to squeeze into the cabin. 
Now or never, Adam, he thinks, crawling 
to the steps and launching himself up them as 
quickly as possible. As he reaches the desk and 
grabs his gun, he turns in time to see the 
monster behind him. It swings its large arm 
and knocks him down, sending the 9mm to the 
corner of the room. Now Adam is beside the 
fireplace, and he reacts by pulling out a 
flaming log to throw. It hits the monster in its 
large eyes, sending it back two steps. As the 
creature claws at its face in pain, the fire 
spreads to the surrounding rug at its feet. 
Adam takes this chance to throw himself 
across the floor to his fallen gun, grabbing it 
just as the monster charges once more. He 
spins around just in time to see the beast open 
its hidden mouth mere inches from his face. 
There are the teeth, he thinks, and fires. 


EPILOGUE 


Detective Manning has seen death, but not 
murder. There’s a difference. 
The morning has barely begun as Officer 


Raymond leads him around the Shannon 
property, pointing out various _ tracks 
surrounding the half-collapsed cabin. The fire 
swallowed part of it before going out in the 
cold wind of the night; no one in town was 
aware of its burning until Tom’s wife arrived 
looking for him. 

“There’s a cave not far,” Raymond tells 
him as they head to the side yard where an 
extinguished fire pit sits. “There are crumpled 
papers all over the place. Also, part of a dog.” 

“What kind of papers?” Manning asks, 
already knowing the answer. 

“Looks like a notebook that got torn up.” 

Manning nods and approaches the pit. 
With his gloved hand, he takes a stick and 
pokes around the charred remains. “Any idea 
what was burned here?” 

“Not yet.” 

“T see bone.” 

“T noticed that myself.” 

Manning looks toward the destroyed 
cabin. “So, how did that start?” 

“The fire department says a log, likely 
from the hearth.” 

Manning turns to the driveway; it is full 
of parked vehicles. There’s a sniffling woman 


in their midst talking to several officers. “Is 
that the wife?” 

“Tom Gallagher’s, yes. She came up here 
looking for him when she realized he never 
came home last night.” 

“Looks like he was plowing the road for 
our writer friend.” 

“Our writer friend is our only suspect,” 
Raymond says with some disgust. “Tom was 
decapitated in the woods over that way. We 
found his head some ten feet further from the 
body. I guess it got tossed aside.” 

“Did you say decapitated?” 

“There was an ax in the snow, with blood 
and fur on it.” 

“Fuck.” 

“Yeah. Fuck. Of course, the blood is going 
to get checked. But judging by the fur and 
what we found of Tom, I’d say the ax was used 
on him and the dog from the cave.” 

“What makes you think Mr. Shannon did 
all this?” Manning asks, meeting Raymond’s 
eyes. The officer looks sick and tired. He’s 
seen more this morning than he has in his 
entire career. 

“Because your writer friend committed 
suicide in the study,” Raymond tells him 


bitterly. “Shot himself right through the eye. 
Probably out of guilt.” 

Manning removes his cap and runs a 
gloved hand through his hair, shaking it a bit. 
He hates having his hair pressed down to his 
skull. 

“This is a shitstorm,” he says to himself, 
turning away from Raymond. “Does the rest of 
the Shannon family know about this yet?” 

“Not to my knowledge.” 

Manning walks away from him, back to 
the driveway. He avoids the gaze of Tom’s 
wife as he makes his way over to Adam’s 
Explorer, which he finds unlocked. He opens 
the driver-side door and finds a clipped stack 
of papers resting neatly in the seat. He picks it 
up and flips from the bottom corner, 
estimating how much is there. Maybe a 
hundred pages or so. 

Raymond comes up behind him. “What’s 
that?” 

Manning looks at the title on top and 
sighs. “Looks like a new story,” he says, 
turning the page to its dedication. Upon 
reading it, he grunts and shakes his head 
sadly. “Son of a bitch.” 

Raymond looks over his shoulder. “What 


is it? What does it say?” 
Manning hands the story over to him to 
read. 


For Stephen King— 
You were right. 
Sometimes, the monsters do win. 


THE SINKING 
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“A bottle of Corona, please.” 

“Sure thing.” 

Walter Handover sat on the bar stool 
with his body hunched over the counter, his 
hands clasped before him. He had three days 
of stubble on his face, and his hair was a mess. 
His eyes were sunken, but he seemed lively, 
nevertheless. He had a smile on his face and 
was bobbing his head from side to side as he 
waited patiently for his order. A moment later, 
it was placed before him, and he thanked the 
waitress. 

Behind the counter, hung on the wall, 
was a large screen TV. It was playing a sports 
highlight reel. One glance in its direction and 
Walter knew he wasn’t interested. So he 


turned around in his stool, glass in hand, and 
observed his surroundings. Most of the people 
in the bar appeared to be over fifty, and as 
such, there was a somewhat quiet atmosphere 
that encompassed the room. Walter may not 
have been quite as old as everyone else 
present, but he knew he was trudging along 
life's road. He had his aches and pains, some 
of them now daily. He was leaving his prime, 
if not already out of it completely. On some 
level, he had accepted this, but maybe not as 
peacefully as others. 

He fought the disappointment and pain of 
life with a darkness he embraced away from 
prying eyes. It was the same darkness that had 
led him to the bar for a victory drink that 
evening. He was feeling lifted, even knowing 
that such a warmth was only temporary. It 
always was, as was everything else, really. He 
had proven as much back at the house. But the 
time for such remorse and reflection was gone 
for the day, and the present was drawing him 
to the alcohol at hand. So he took a long 
drink, wiped his lips, and nodded to no one in 
particular. 

The noise of the place—a _ collective 
sound of various conversations and a 


multitude of televisions—had become merely 
a hum for Walter. The vibrations played 
rhythms in his head that soothed his tired 
bones, and the overhead fans provided a cool 
breeze to diminish the sweat coating his body. 
For several moments—perhaps, minutes—he 
closed his eyes and bowed his head. It was a 
form of meditation for him, though the 
waitress couldn’t tell. She came to his end of 
the counter and gently placed a hand on his 
shoulder to get his attention. 

“You all right, sir?” 

Walter opened his eyes and fixed a smile 
her way. “I'm very good, thank you.” 

The waitress smiled back and walked 
away. Walter watched her go and took a drink 
from his glass. The beer felt wonderful in his 
mouth, just as he had hoped it would. His plan 
was to finish the glass, order another, finish 
that as well, and then leave for a walk down 
to the wharf. He hadn't been at the waterside 
in a while now, and felt as if his legs needed a 
good stretching. They were stiff from the time 
he'd already spent indoors that week. He also 
imagined that the air outside would do him 
some good. The stench within his house was 
increasing rapidly and would take days to 


clear (even with the windows open, as they 
were). 

His peace was soon interrupted when 
Jerry Porter—a large neighbor of his from 
down the road—took a seat beside him. 
Walter feigned pleasant surprise, but wished 
the man gone immediately. Jerry was a talker, 
and sure enough the man immediately began 
to flap his rotting gums in Walter's direction. 

“Hey there, Walt. You going solo 
tonight?” 

Jerry's bushy beard looked to be tangled 
with food from the meal he'd just eaten 
elsewhere. His shirt was stained, and his 
glasses wore obvious smudges of grease. 
Walter looked at him briefly and felt a disgust 
rise within him. 

“Yes,” he replied simply. 

Jerry ordered a beer and inspected the 
waitress as he did so. While he waited for his 
glass to be poured, he turned awkwardly in his 
stool—his overhanging belly tightly pressed 
against the underside of the counter—to face 
Walter. “Where's the wife this evening?” he 
asked. 

“On vacation,” Walter lied. “For our 
twentieth anniversary, I gave her a week at 


the spa. She needs a chance to relax.” 

“Don't we all,” Jerry chuckled, taking his 
freshly poured beer and drinking greedily 
from it the moment it arrived. 

Walter said nothing. He continued to scan 
the bar aimlessly, praying that Jerry would get 
the hint and leave him alone. But Jerry wasn't 
the kind of guy who could pick up a signal to 
leave, or do much of anything, for that matter. 
He was the kind of guy who continued to push 
and push until someone finally yelled in his 
face. He was a lonely man, the type that was 
always starving for attention. And maybe that 
was why he ate so much. Whatever the reason, 
he was at least a nice enough person. But that 
didn't mean Walter wanted his company in 
this moment of celebration. 

Jerry was oblivious, of course. That was 
just his way. “So it's your twentieth?” 

Walter nodded and sipped from his 
Corona. 

“Damn. That's quite a milestone. She 
didn't mind you sending her away?” 

She seemed to plead a little as I choked the 
life from her, Walter thought. But aloud, he 
said, “Not at all. We spent a couple of 
romantic evenings together first. She just left 


this morning. She was looking forward to her 
time away.” 

Jerry shrugged and finished his beer. “I 
guess couples need their time apart on 
occasion.” 

“Damn right,” Walter said quietly. Jerry 
didn't hear him. 

“So what are your plans for while she's 
away?” he asked after ordering a second glass 
from the waitress. 

Walter gave it a moment of 
consideration. “I don't know,” he said. “Maybe 
go someplace by myself for a few days.” He 
hadn't really thought ahead, he realized then. 
Maybe he'd give it some consideration later in 
the night, perhaps during his walk to the 
wharf below. 

“When was the last time you did that?” 

Walter turned. “Did what?” 

“Get some time off on your own.” 

“Oh,” Walter said. “Well...I don't know. I 
guess it's been a while.” He drank from his 
beer. He had about a quarter left. 

Jerry, however, was halfway through his 
second tall glass already. It had only been five 
minutes at most since his arrival. Beer was 
dribbling down his already messy beard and, 


at some point, he had acquired a bowl of 
peanuts. His free hand was working through 
them as he talked. “You know what I like to 
do when I get away from it all?” 

Away from what exactly? Your empty house 
and stacks of animated pornography? Walter 
thought. 

“T go camping,” Jerry said with a nod, as 
if he were reminiscing. 

“Camping?” 

“Yeah. Down south. This small town in 
Tennessee. Lydia's Shadow, it's called. Real 
quiet and set up in the mountains. I go there a 
few times a year.” 

“You don't say.” Walter quickly finished 
his beer and pulled out his wallet. He wanted 
to get that walk in before Jerry completely 
ruined his buzz. 

“Yeah, you should think about it,” Jerry 
told him through a mouthful. “Give me a call 
if you need directions or anything. I have this 
great RV I like to take.” 

“T'll do that,” Walter said distractedly, 
placing a five on the counter to pay for his 
drink. He nodded goodbye to the waitress and 
headed toward the door. 

“Wait!” Jerry called after him. 


Walter turned in half-step to look back. 

“Tell Carol I said hi,” Jerry said with a 
wave. 

Walter smiled lightly and nodded. Then 
he headed out the door. The sun was just 
beginning to set, and there was a cool breeze 
in the air. Walter was wearing a light coat and 
felt comfortable enough. He crossed the 
parking lot to the sidewalk and turned right. 
The road went downhill about a third of a 
mile and ended at the wharf (which he 
absently called the pier, despite the lack of 
one). It took about ten minutes for him to get 
from the bar to the end of the line. It was a 
decent loop to work off a drink, though pissing 
usually had to wait until you reached the 
bathrooms at the bottom. Otherwise, you had 
to risk public urination, and the cops were 
always going up and down this road. Their 
precinct was just a few minutes in the opposite 
direction. 

Walter wasn't as happy as he had been 
before Jerry, but now that he was alone again, 
his spirits were on the rise. His legs were stiff, 
but he knew they'd loosen soon enough as he 
got moving. His upper arms were also sore, 
but he was sure they’d hurt worse in the 


morning. He’d strained quite a bit putting 
Carol in a headlock earlier. 

As the road gradually began to decline, 
he thought of what he should do next. He 
could probably get away with telling people 
his wife was on her spa retreat for a week, but 
not much more than that. So he needed a 
long-term plan. Eventually, it would have to 
be announced that she was missing. Maybe 
she was kidnapped during her trip? Robbed 
and killed? Could he pull that off? 

He wondered. 

Angrily, he realized that her car was still 
parked in their driveway. So how had she left 
then? A taxi? No, that didn't make sense. 
There weren't really any taxis here in the 
farmlands. What if he told people she went 
with a friend? Someone he didn't know well? 
That could give him the ability to struggle 
pulling a name and face when asked for 
details. He supposed that was possible...he 
needed to give it some more thought. He had a 
few days to work out the details. In the 
meantime, he would have to stay away from 
people to avoid any further questions. He 
didn't want to say anything stupid and have to 
stick with it. Things could cross and untangle 


too easily then. 

Shit, Walter. Don't ruin tonight, he thought 
irritably. Just be happy she's gone. You can bitch 
about this other shit in the morning. 

Yes, that was what he'd do. Tonight was 
for celebration. He was finally free. He could 
worry about his cover story later. One carefree 
day wouldn't hurt. 

So he continued his walk with only 
thoughts of relief and happiness. He reached 
the wharf soon enough and took a seat at one 
of the benches opposite the water. There, he 
sat until the sun had gone down completely. 
He closed his eyes and let himself melt into 
the moment. When he opened them again, it 
was dark outside, and he needed to pee. So he 
headed for the restrooms down the walkway. 
Luckily, they hadn't been locked for the night 
yet. When he was finished, he leaned over the 
sink, splashed some cold water against his 
face, and looked into the mirror. 

“It's time to take back all those wasted 
years,” he promised himself. He then thought 
of all the fights he'd had with Carol in the past 
month alone. You need a new job, she'd said. 
Ask for a raise, she'd said. Go fix up the yard. It 
looks like shit, she'd said. 


It all seemed so...well, ordinary. But 
damn if ordinary wasn't the problem. That and 
the consistency of her complaints. They 
seemed endless in Walter's eyes, and it was 
blinding him. He hadn't expected marriage to 
be a walk in the park but had found himself 
surprised by the way his had gone from so 
good to so bad over the years. The fact that it 
had been a gradual transformation didn't seem 
to really matter. What he was fixated upon 
was the gnawing, stinging battle of spite and 
disappointment in which Carol had strung him 
up by his ankles. It seemed as if he should 
have been able to cut the rope much sooner 
than twenty years. And at that moment, he 
loathed himself. It was like a sudden 
realization that he'd always been the problem. 

In a flash of anger, Walter struck the 
bathroom mirror with his fist, shattering it. 
One shard caught him on its way down and 
left a small cut above his knuckles. After 
taking several deep breaths, he moved over to 
the next sink and washed out the blood. When 
it continued to drip red, he used a length of 
paper towel to twist and tie it around his 
hand. Then he left. 


Walter didn't want to run back into Jerry at 
the bar, so he decided to pick up a six-pack of 
Corona on his way home instead. There was a 
liquor store a mile down from his house, and 
the owner was a friend who often gave him 
discounts. When he walked through the front 
door, he saw that Ralph was on duty behind 
the register just as he’d hoped. 

After collecting his six-pack, along with a 
bag of chips, Walter made his way to the 
counter with a smile on his face. Ralph looked 
tired but forced a toothy grin in return. He 
was a tall, thin man with curly, white hair and 
small, rounded glasses. He was somewhere in 
his sixties, but his lifestyle had aged him 
faster. It wasn't healthy to keep locked away 
in a liquor store for fourteen hours a day, but 
Ralph didn't want it any other way. 

Catching sight of the cigarettes, Walter 
felt a sudden impulse to pick up a pack. Carol 
had made him quite the habit years ago, but 
now she wasn't around to complain or ban the 
things that made him happy. That included 
smoking, long showers, fingernail biting, 
swearing, and of course drinking in excess. 
Not for the first time, he reflected on how 
much she'd held him back over the years. 


“You want cigarettes?” Ralph asked 
incredulously, reaching backward for a pack of 
Marlboro. “Really?” 

Walter nodded. “The wife is out of town,” 
he said with a wink. “She'll be none the 
wiser.” 

“Well, God bless ya,” Ralph said with a 
chuckle. “Where's she off to?” 

“Spa trip. Some new work friend invited 
her along.” 

“Well, good for her and good for you,” he 
said, ringing up the items. “Your total is an 
even fifteen with your little cut.” 

Walter fished out a ten and five from his 
wallet, handed them over, and collected his 
things. “Tonight, I'm thinking about a movie 
marathon and drunken sleep.” 

“Enjoy it while you can,” Ralph told him. 

The drive home took less than two 
minutes, and the house was just the way 
Walter liked it upon his return. He had left all 
the lights on earlier—something Carol had 
also hated—as well as the TV. He was alone 
without feeling alone. The voices coming from 
the set put him at ease, though the smell had 
gotten worse. He took one look at the antique 
trunk in the corner of the room and shook his 


head. Carol was crammed inside the box 
awkwardly, out of sight. But her stench was 
still noticeable. 

Walter went through the house and made 
sure all the windows were open and found 
that they were. The breeze just hadn't helped 
as much as he had hoped. So he found a can of 
air spray and doused the house from one end 
to the other. When he was done, he realized 
he was getting hungry, and headed for the 
kitchen. He opened the bag of chips he'd 
bought, as well as a bottle of beer. He then 
dropped himself down into a chair at the 
dining table and turned his body in the 
direction of the living room TV. It looked as if 
Seinfeld was on. He hadn't really watched the 
show since the 90's, and it brought back 
nostalgic memories. Memories that did not 
contain Carol, as she had always despised the 
show and left the room whenever it was 
playing. 

“You always had my back,” Walter told 
the television from afar, raising his beer in 
appreciation. “You knew how to get her away 
when I needed some time off.” 

As he began to snack on the bag of chips, 
he soon decided he needed something more 


substantial to go with it. So he opened the 
freezer and searched inside. There, he found a 
microwave burrito, which he quickly heated. 
Once it was ready, he took his things—the 
case of beer, the chips, and the plate—over to 
the couch. Carol was a few feet away in the 
trunk, but he took no notice of her. Instead, he 
began to eat sloppily in front of Seinfeld, 
drinking each of his beers quicker than he had 
since high school. Near the end of the pack, he 
began on the Marlboro cigarettes, and smoked 
a few. 

Within the hour, he was asleep in front of 
the TV, his plate clean, his bag of chips spilled 
across the cushion beside him, and his final 
bottle of Corona half-drunk on the coffee 
table. For once, Carol had kept her mouth 
shut, and was brooding in silence. 
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The next morning was rough, though Walter 
had expected as much. He was hungover, and 
there was a terrible taste dancing across his 
tongue and tickling the inside of his cheeks. It 
was a combination of ash, alcohol, and cheap 
food. Before he did anything else, he went to 
the bathroom and swished around a large 


mouthful of Listerine. Once he was finished, 
he sat down on the toilet and began to sweat. 
After a night of hard drinking, burning 
diarrhea always made a call for Walter 
(usually more than once). 

It was afternoon before he felt stable 
enough to shower and eat a small meal (toast 
and oatmeal). He no longer noticed the smell 
of Carol in the living room—as the cold night 
air had done its job passing through the 
windows during the night—but now the 
temperature was too low inside the house. 
After getting cleaned, Walter dressed in long 
sleeves and a coat. Then he picked up his mess 
around the couch and thought seriously about 
what his next move should be. 

He didn't get far before the phone 
sounded shrill from the kitchen. He answered 
it on the third ring, and immediately regretted 
doing so. 

“Helloooo,” sounded the voice of his 
mother-in-law, Janice, long and high-pitched. 
“How are you two? Having a nice anniversary 
weekend?” 

Walter wanted to hang up but restrained 
himself. “We're going to try,” he said. “We're 
about to leave for Frederick.” 


Janice seemed to sense his irritation, but 
that didn't stop her. “Well, can I speak to my 
daughter really quick before you go?” 

Walter thought as quickly as he could. 
“She's already out in the car waiting for me. I 
was in the process of locking the front door 
when I heard the phone ring. We're already 
getting a late start, and traffic is going to be 
shit.” Before Janice could argue, he added, “I'll 
have her call you back when we get home. 
Bye.” 

After he'd hung up the phone, Walter 
inhaled deeply. As he let the air out slowly, he 
walked over to the couch, picked up the TV 
remote, and began to flip through the 
channels. As he did so, he looked over at the 
trunk in the corner. “Your bitch mother 
called,” he said. “I wish I could shut her up 
like I did you.” 

Then a realization struck him. He'd told 
Janice a different story then he had with Jerry 
and Ralph. He'd been acting too quickly on his 
feet to realize it at the time. Surely now his 
mother-in-law would be calling again that 
night, or by the next morning at the latest. 
Then what would he tell her? What excuse 
could he give that wouldn't raise her 


suspicion? Janice already disliked and 
distrusted him. What would keep her from 
getting into her car and stopping by for a 
“surprise visit” to check in on her daughter? 
She didn't have a job or a living husband 
anymore. She spent her days surrounded by 
her cats and old photographs. 

“Fuck!” Walter cursed, kicking the coffee 
table hard enough that it flipped over onto its 
side. With this reaction came a_ painful 
pounding from within his head, reminding 
him that his hangover hadn't yet fully 
dissipated. 

What now? he thought angrily. What the 
hell do I do now? 

There was a lake down in Callaway, 
about eight miles around. Could he possibly 
sink the trunk in its center? Would the police 
think of draining the water once Carol was 
reported missing? Perhaps that was too high a 
chance. What about burying her in the 
ground? Not nearby, though. Somewhere in 
the mountains would probably work. Maybe 
he'd have to go into Frederick that weekend 
after all. 

His stomach began to churn as his mind 
raced, and Walter ran for the bathroom. He 


made it to the toilet just in time for an acid- 
like substance to pour out of his backside. He 
groaned unhappily and cursed under his 
breath. Then an idea formed. 

“The swamp...” he mouthed carefully, as 
if saying the words would somehow be a jinx. 
“My God, the swamp would be perfect.” 

Who would think to check there? And 
even if they did, could a swamp even be 
drained? The mud and shit were so thick that 
you could barely move through its depths. 

A smile spread across Walter's face, and 
he felt his spirits instantly lift. For a moment, 
he forgot about the burning pain, and sat 
happily on the toilet, nodding to himself. 
When he was finished with his task (some ten 
uncomfortable minutes later), he decided to 
pay Carol a visit. He went into the living room 
and stopped before the antique trunk, its 
latches locked in place. “I've decided on your 
new home,” he told her. “We'll leave 
tomorrow. Today, I need to pack.” 

That afternoon, Walter worked out the 
details on paper. First, he considered staying 
in town and reporting Carol as missing 
himself. Then he thought better of it. With 
forensics as advanced as it was now, he was 


sure that the police would find some kind of 
evidence against him. 

This got Walter thinking he’d have to 
burn down the house, ditch Carol in the 
swamps, and fly away to another country. The 
authorities would know he'd murdered her 
sooner or later, but accepting the guilt now 
would at least give him a chance to escape. 

He began to pack his bags shortly after. 
He decided he'd purchase a plane ticket for 
Tuesday, allowing him Monday to empty the 
bank. He'd get rid of Carol on Sunday, 
preferably early in the morning’ while 
everyone was still in church. The swamp he 
had in mind was located a little over a mile 
back into the woods behind a house he'd lived 
in as a child. The neighborhood was only ten 
minutes away, so he could easily get up 
around six in the morning and be done with 
everything by eight. 

And if Janice called? He'd just record a 
new voice message prompt for her to hear. 
Something saying that he and Carol had left 
for a few days to celebrate their anniversary. 
And if Ralph or Jerry were to call and hear it 
—which he thought was very unlikely, as he 
didn't speak to either of them generally on the 


phone—then there would be questions, but he 
didn't care. He doubted either of them would 
stop by themselves to catch him in his lies. 
The police would eventually hear their stories, 
sure, but that would be at least a few days 
from now. There probably wouldn't even be a 
question of murder until later in the week, 
after the house had burned down due to an 
“accidental” gas explosion. 

Walter wasn't a _ hundred percent 
confident in his plan, but he was sure enough 
that it'd work out all right. After all, who was 
ever a hundred percent confident in anything? 


4 


When the alarm sounded at six the next 
morning, Walter was exhausted. He had barely 
slept during the night due to his racked 
nerves. They had begun to jitter and bump 
around eight the previous night, and the few 
winks he had caught were occupied by 
unpleasant dreams of Carol rising out from the 
antique trunk to kill him for what he'd done to 
her. 

As he got himself dressed, Walter 
reflected on the hundreds of dollars he'd spent 
on his plane ticket the other night. He had 


decided to start with Russia, thinking of the 
Snowden guy he'd read about so much in the 
papers. He'd actually expected to pay more for 
a last-minute flight, so he was _ pleasantly 
surprised. Tomorrow, he'd go to the bank and 
close the account, withdrawing everything he 
possibly could. There was at least a few 
thousand he could take. Carol had plenty in 
her stock portfolio, but he wasn't going to 
bother with that mess. She had been the 
financial adviser, not him. Worrying about the 
money had always been her thing. Walter had 
been the type of guy to spend it whenever the 
mood swept him, without consideration of 
how it affected the balance of their checkbook. 

Well, I won't have to hear her bitch about 
the next comic book I buy, he thought with a 
grin, finding his hat in the midst of the closet's 
chaos. 

Once he was dressed and ready, he went 
through the house and closed all the windows. 
Once he was sure everything was secure, he 
entered the kitchen and considered breakfast. 
His stomach felt too loopy for the time being, 
so he decided to pass on eating. He walked 
over to Carol's trunk and tried to lift it up. The 
weight took him by surprise. Her casket must 


have been at least a buck fifty, if not heavier. 
And Walter wasn't the young, capable man he 
used to be. Now he was out of shape and 
suffering from frequent joint pain. 

“Damn,” he mumbled, placing the trunk 
back down as carefully as he could (though he 
did not know why—perhaps it was out of 
habit). “Gee, baby...did you gain some 
weight?” He laughed at that and ran a hand 
through his hair. 

This is going to be harder than I thought, he 
realized. After driving to the woods behind his 
old house, he still had about a half mile to 
take the trunk by foot before reaching the 
swamp. He would be in a great deal of pain by 
Monday morning, and it would probably last 
him most of the week. 

But it will be worth it, he told himself. To 
be happy again. 

But did he really believe that? For a 
moment, he wondered. After all, he was going 
to leave his home and country on a whim. He 
was surely unprepared, and there were people 
still alive that he cared about. His own parents 
were still kicking strong over in Wisconsin, 
and he had some strong friendships with 
coworkers at the plant. He was going to miss 


them all, though he did not wish to think 
about it. And of course there would be the 
culture shock once he landed in Russia. It's not 
like he spoke the language or knew the 
customs. And he'd heard it was cold there. 
With age, he'd come to hate the cold. Would 
he be able to handle it? Was he smart enough 
to figure things out there and _ survive? 
Thriving seemed out of the question. For now, 
he had to consider the possibility that he 
would merely “get by” for the first while. 

Would he actually ever be happy again? 

“Fuck,” he sighed aloud, staring hard at 
the antique trunk. “You just...you just had to 
do this to me.” 

Outside, the wind was blowing. The 
thermometer hanging by the front window 
tapped lightly against the glass, and Walter 
looked in its direction. It was too far to read 
the temperature from his corner of the living 
room, but he could see that the red was at 
least an inch lower than it had been the other 
day. 

Walter looked around his house for 
several moments in silence, his body mostly 
locked in place like a deer in the headlights. 
His eyes passed over the various photographs 


framed along the walls and propped atop 
surfaces. To his surprise, a welling of regret 
began to pound within his chest, and he did 
his best to push it back down to the pits of his 
stomach. What was done was done, and there 
was no taking it back. All he could do now 
was act before it was too late to escape. 

“Got to get moving,” he told himself, 
willing his legs to move, and checking the 
time on his watch. It was nearly six thirty 
now. He should have already been on the 
road. “Time to go,” he told Carol, grabbing her 
trunk by one of its handles and dragging it 
across the carpet to the front door. The night 
before, he'd made sure to pull their “errands” 
truck up as close to the house as he could, but 
he still had fifteen feet to carry the chest. At 
that moment, it seemed like the distance of a 
desert. 

This is it, he thought. 

Now it felt as if Carol weighed two 
hundred pounds, easy. It was incredibly hard 
carrying her to the car, and when Walter 
placed her down by the back bumper, he felt 
as if he needed a break already. With his 
hands shaking, he unlatched the tailgate and 
brought it down with a loud, metallic smack. 


He then rubbed his palms together vigorously 
several times—imagining himself as a 
humorous, cartoon character—and bent down 
to retrieve Carol. This time, lifting her seemed 
to take as much effort as pushing a car off a 
screaming child. He was breathing heavily by 
the time the trunk was safely secured within 
the bed, pushed far enough back that he could 
again latch the tailgate. 

Once that was done, Walter returned to 
the front door of the house and locked it up 
tight. Then he got himself into the truck and 
brought the old girl to life. She was a '91 Ford 
Ranger that may have very well been taking 
her last ride. Thinking this, Walter patted the 
dashboard gently and felt a ping of nostalgia. 
Again, he had to fight back a swelling of 
emotion within his chest, and again he 
questioned the road he had decided to take. 

“It's now or never,” he told himself, 
pulling out of the driveway without looking 
back. 
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Being back in his childhood neighborhood 
brought Walter enough excitement that he 
almost forgot his reason for his visit. Though 


Shimmering Lakes was only a twenty-minute 
drive from his current home, it had been at 
least a year since the last time he'd entered the 
area for a trip down Memory Lane (quite 
literally, as this was the name of the main 
road passing from one entrance to the other). 

His old house was located near the back 
of the neighborhood, and with a speed limit of 
only twenty-five miles per hour, Walter had a 
good five minutes of driving still left before 
he'd reach his destination. As his truck 
continued down the long, wide road, he 
admired the color of the changing trees. 
Summer was merging into fall now, and the 
cool breeze outside was more than welcomed. 
He didn't think of the trunk behind him, or his 
dead wife inside. He didn't think about his 
plane ticket to Russia, or the fact that he 
planned to burn down his house _ before 
leaving the States. All Walter had on his mind 
were the memories of him and his friends 
playing up and down the streets he was now 
coasting by. 

“Damn, I've missed this place,” he 
thought aloud, turning his head from one side 
to the other. The neighborhood had barely 
changed in all those years, and he could 


hardly believe it. At that moment, he felt as if 
he'd never left Shimmering Lakes, nor would 
ever again. 

But those five minutes passed quicker 
than they had in the past, and soon enough 
Walter was coming onto his first of two turns. 
He took it, passing the house his best friend 
had once lived in, and then slowed the truck 
again as he came to the second one just 
moments later. This took him down Bent 
Court, the street where he'd spent his 
childhood painting red. His old house was 
located on the right side, following the bend in 
the road. As he came to it, a realization 
suddenly struck him. 

He had never considered the possibility 
that the current owners would be home! Not 
everyone went to church on Sundays, nor to 
the earliest of services. 

“Shit,” he cursed, spotting a_ station 
wagon parked in the driveway. 

Now what? 

Again, Walter realized how little thought 
he'd put into his plan. For a minute, he sat in 
his truck, immobile, the vehicle pulled off to 
the side of the road. He knew he couldn't just 
cross their property if they were home; they 


would surely see him. And he didn't know an 
easier, shorter way to the swamp. As a kid, 
they had always just gone into the woods 
behind the house and walked straight until 
they were there. 

Hell, he thought. I guess I should just 
knock. There was always the chance that they 
still weren't home, station wagon or not. So he 
shut off the truck's engine and stepped out. 
The neighborhood was still quiet, the day still 
early. He needed to get moving before that all 
changed. 

As he walked up the driveway—which he 
remembered as finally being paved during the 
time he was starting high school—Walter 
realized that his hands were shaking and that 
his heart was pounding. What was he going to 
say if someone answered the door? He wasn't 
sure. 

After knocking several times, he waited 
as patiently as he could on the front porch. 
Once several minutes had passed without a 
sound, he decided to look through several of 
the windows. He did so as casually as he could 
by pretending to admire the perimeter of the 
house (which, in itself, was still suspicious). 
What he saw inside was darkness and 


emptiness. Once he felt certain that no one 
was currently at home, his nervousness 
receded. With a newfound bounce in his step, 
he walked back down to his truck, got inside, 
and reversed it as far up the driveway as he 
could, whistling nonsensically along the way. 

As he rounded the truck to open the 
tailgate, he took notice of the fence that now 
bordered the backyard. It had not been there 
when he was a kid and presented a new 
obstacle. Before pulling Carol out of the bed, 
he decided that he should check the opposite 
end of the yard just in case. So he walked 
through the gate (which was unlocked) and 
crossed the backyard. The grass was green and 
freshly cut, and there was a small playground 
in the far corner. Though he'd had a swing set 
of his own in that same spot as a child, it was 
long gone. The equipment that stood there 
now looked fairly new and colorful. 

This is a great neighborhood to grow up in, 
he thought, smiling weakly. Now it will serve as 
Carol's grave. Is that poetic, or just disturbing? 

He wasn't sure, but he suddenly felt low. 

Once he'd reached the tree line, Walter 
saw that there was another gate, this one a 
double, and also unlocked. It would not cause 


him any trouble then. But rather than head 
back to his truck, he stood in place and looked 
around slowly, his hands resting absently on 
his hips. Memories had begun to play before 
his eyes, and suddenly he felt a desire to 
simply sit and stare across the property. 
Fighting this urge, he shook his head and 
smacked his cheek several times. 

“Wake up, wake up!” he growled. “This is 
not the time for this!” 

Agitated with himself, Walter stomped 
back across the yard toward the driveway 
where Carol was waiting for her last trip. 
When Walter reached the trunk, he lifted it 
out of the bed with surprising ease, his 
muscles flexed and ready. He wanted to get 
this over with as quickly as possible, and the 
more time he spent thinking, the less he would 
have in leaving. 

As he passed through the front gate with 
the antique trunk pressed against his chest, he 
suddenly imagined that he was twenty years 
younger and carrying Carol through the front 
door of their house, newly married and 
actually happy. The thought almost broke 
down his defenses, causing him to stumble 
momentarily as he started across the grass. 


Once he had regained his footing, he cursed 
himself and pushed back the penetrating 
memories. 

That was a long time ago, he told himself. 
A long, long time ago. And things changed. 

Once Walter had reached the back fence, 
he was exhausted. He placed the trunk down 
roughly, and unlatched the double gates so 
that he could swing them open. Beyond them 
was the forest, its ground layered with leaves 
and brush that he would have to carefully 
carry Carol across. And then there were the 
millions of trees as well, though he doubted 
he'd be clumsy enough to run into any of 
them. 

The first few minutes weren't too bad, but 
it didn't take long before Walter realized he 
couldn't simply carry the trunk the entire 
distance. He would have to rest it down and 
drag it as best he could for at least part of the 
way. And time seemed to be pounding against 
his back with every step. It wasn't only his 
discomfort that was increasing; his awareness 
had appropriately grown, and the thought of 
his truck parked in the driveway was making 
him nervous. It had already been there for ten 
minutes and would be there for another forty- 


five at least before he was done with his job. 
That seemed to provide an awful lot of time 
for the neighbors to take notice of his visit and 
become suspicious. Maybe they'd even report 
his license plate to the owners later in the day. 
He couldn't have that. 

Growing tired, Walter took a moment to 
rest and looked around himself. It had been 
many years since the last time he'd been 
surrounded by these trees, and he could no 
longer recognize his location. Luckily, the 
swamp had always been a straight walk. As 
long as he didn’t start curving outward, he 
would find it. But how much further did he 
have to go? He must have gone halfway by 
now, or was that just wishful thinking? 

He wondered. His speed was much slower 
than it would have been without the damned 
trunk. So maybe he wasn't as far into the 
woods as he thought he should be. Either way, 
he needed to hurry. His back was starting to 
ache horribly, and he didn't want to give it a 
chance to lock up while he was idle. So he 
straightened his body again, lifted the chest, 
and tried to move as quickly as he could. What 
he managed was a speed-walk of sorts, but it 
was better than what he'd been doing before. 


He knew he was getting close when the 
smell of mud reached his nostrils. It wasn't 
quite a stench, but still something unpleasant 
and thick. Ahead, the trees became thinner 
and closer together. It was a tight squeeze 
pulling the trunk along—he came out the 
other end with various scratches up and down 
the sides of his arms—but soon enough he had 
finally reached the swamp. It somehow 
seemed smaller and larger than he 
remembered. The length didn't seem to go out 
as far now (he thought it had once stretched 
for miles, but now he could see the end in 
each direction by turning his head), but the 
distance across seemed more foreboding and 
treacherous. He tried to recall if he'd ever 
gone straight through as a child or not and 
decided that he hadn't. What would have been 
his reason for doing so? 

Well now he had one. 

Walter lifted the heavy trunk into his 
arms, his back screaming as he did so, and 
began to move forward. The mud was thick, 
and his feet sank a little more with every step. 
The smell was also becoming stronger, and the 
mucus-green sludge ahead made him want to 
vomit. He tried to keep his eyes high enough 


that he saw only trees, but he could feel that 
slime getting closer and closer, nevertheless. 

A minute passed, and Walter could feel 
that the mud was higher than his ankles now. 
Each time he lifted his boot, the suction sound 
smacked louder and louder, as if the swamp 
was taunting him. He wasn't sure what words 
it would say if it could, but he thought 
humorously that he was finally “dumping his 
wife.” It had been a long time coming, he 
supposed, but there was still a part of him that 
couldn't believe that he was actually doing it. 
That he'd killed her and was now disposing of 
the evidence. 

Suddenly, the mud gave way to water— 
or something akin to it—and Walter nearly fell 
forward. He regained himself as quickly as he 
could, took a deep breath, and continued 
further. The swamp was getting deeper with 
every step now. It didn't take long before the 
water was tickling his balls, which seemed to 
be hugging his body closely now, trying to 
avoid the cold and muck for as long as 
possible. He couldn't blame them; he was 
suddenly feeling panicked. His heart was 
racing, and he desperately wanted to leave. 
For a moment, he even stopped and stood in 


place, considering a retreat with the trunk. 

I can't drop her here, he thought. There 
once was a time I loved this woman. 

Then there was another voice inside his 
head, one he didn't quite recognize: She's 
already dead, you fool. You can't just put the 
trunk back in the living room and expect nothing 
to come of it! 

Above, in the trees, a bird screeched. 
Startled, Walter shot his head up so fast that a 
sharp pain ran down his spine and locked him 
in place. His neck strained, his eyes bulged, 
and his mouth dropped open as an etched 
squeal escaped his throat. He could no longer 
move, or even feel his back. Perhaps worst of 
all, Walter had let go of the trunk in his 
surprise, and it had sunk down out of sight. A 
second later, he felt its weight atop his toes. 
With it, his balance began to falter. Unable to 
save himself, he teetered in place, the world 
slowly tilting upward. 

It seemed like a sequence of slow motion 
for Walter as he began to drop backward into 
the cold water. One second, he was seeing the 
trees above and the blue sky; the next, he was 
blinded by the swamp water, blinking rapidly 
(as if that would somehow help). In his panic, 


he tried to flail his arms and catch himself, but 
there was nothing to grab onto. Walter had 
gone completely under within seconds of the 
trunk landing atop his toes, sludge 
immediately rushing down his throat as he 
tried to scream. It tasted horrible, and _ its 
weight was incredible. His throat seemed to 
bloat with the shit, and he felt vomit rush up 
his chest, only to be halted at the last second. 
He choked horribly, feeling as if his body 
would soon explode. 

He was drowning. 

In Walter's final minute, he tried to kick 
up his feet desperately, hoping that he'd be 
able to loosen them from the trunk's grasp. But 
his boots did not budge; they were stuck too 
deep within the mud. Carol may as well have 
been free under the water, pulling him down 
into Hell. 

Terror now had a death-grip on Walter as 
he continued to sink into the dangerous 
darkness of the swamp, his lungs preparing to 
burst from the thick shit filling them over 
capacity. The panic vibrating throughout his 
body was almost as bad as the taste, and just 
as traumatizing. Not that it would matter for 
much longer. 


All the while he sank—his body heavy 
and tingling—Walter could hear Carol's voice 
cackling from all directions, “This is what you 
get, Walter! This is what you get!” 

His chest ruptured a second later. 


NO MORE 


The bridge—naturally carved of stone by the 
elements—stood at least a hundred feet above 
the river. Peering over the cold railings that 
lined its walkway, Ellie tried to imagine what 
it would be like to fall from such a height and 
smack into the water below. She was sure it 
would be fatal. 

Her husband was just ahead of her, not 
far. There was another group of tourists close 
behind—four women in their fifties—but she 
didn't care. Last night had made it clear to her 
what needed to be done. Brian wasn't going to 
slap her around any longer, leaving her 
bruised and scarred (inside and out). It was 
time that she took her stand. 

He was oblivious, as usual. He kept five 
paces ahead of her; just as he did everywhere 


they went. Like she was the help or 
something. Like she didn't deserve to be at his 
side. There was no love between them. Never 
had been. She married for security, he married 
for the pussy. And when she didn't give it up, 
he forced himself into her, often violently. 

The big house, endless credit cards, and 
maids were no longer worth it. She couldn't 
believe she had gone so long with him; six 
horrible years now. The only thing that made 
it easier was that he was often away on 
business. She hated to think what kind of 
diseases he brought back to their bed, to her 
private garden. If she lived beyond this 
vacation, she was going to get herself tested 
for everything possible as soon as he was out 
of the picture. 

She hadn't planned for this to be the day 
she finally made her move. But her nerves 
were rattling, her muscles were tightening, 
and her rage was boiling. She had surpassed 
her limit of tolerance for her husband's 
disgusting behavior, however high it had been 
before. And now she was poised to strike, like 
a lion stalking its prey. 

The witnesses behind her may as well 
have not existed. A tunnel-like vision took 


over Ellie, and all she saw was Brian as he 
leaned over the railing carelessly, admiring 
the glistening water below. “Hey, you should 
check this out,” he called out to her. 

How about you get a closer look? she 
thought angrily, staring into him with a 
ferocious intensity. She was remembering the 
time he'd given her a concussion for staying 
out too late with her friends. And the time 
he'd kicked her out of the car twenty miles 
from home without a cell phone. It had been 
below freezing that night, and she was hardly 
dressed to be walking such a distance in its 
chill. 

Brian had been horrible to her for far too 
long, and she could no longer take it. Now, 
while his guard was down and he was utterly 
vulnerable, she knew her chance had come. 
She would pay for it, but she was willing to 
accept the consequences. 

Without further hesitation, she charged 
forward. 

Brian was caught off guard, and too slow 
to react. His wife grabbed him roughly by the 
shirt, around its side and back, and used all 
her strength to force him over the low railing. 
As he went over, he tried to turn sideways in 


hopes of catching himself, but the surprise had 
been too much. He tumbled away from the 
bridge, screaming in terror as he dropped. 

Ellie watched with wide eyes, trembling 
and breathing heavily, as her husband met his 
sudden death. As soon as he hit the water, he 
vanished from sight. But she didn't turn away 
so quickly. Ellie remained in place for several 
minutes, scanning the blue for signs of his 
body, but saw nothing. 

When she returned to reality, she realized 
that the group of older women had hurried 
back to the cliff side. One was on her cell 
phone with the police, while the other three 
talked excitedly, tears running down their 
faces. Ellie was almost as shocked as they 
were, but a surging freedom from within her 
was counteracting the effect. She felt better in 
that moment than she could have ever 
imagined. Brian was gone, as was his cruelty. 

As Ellie made her own way back toward 
the cliff side, the frightened women shuffled 
closer to the trees to grant her passage. She 
looked over at them and smiled weakly, 
saying, “I finally did it. He won't ever hurt me 
again.” 

She then walked into the trees absently, 


making no use of the trails provided. After all, 
she was in no hurry to reach the parking lot. 
She was sure the police would already be 
there waiting for her. 


LET'S ROB 
YOUR EX! 


1 


“You're her, aren't you?” 

Dana Thompson—an attractive blonde of 
thirty-three—looked up from her park bench 
to see another woman, young and beautiful, 
standing before her. “Excuse me?” she asked. 

“Charles Tanner's ex-wife?” the girl 
prompted. 

“T might be. Are you here to serve me or 
something?” 

The younger girl shook her head, smiling 
and sitting down beside her. “No, just walking 
by and recognized you from the pictures.” 

“Pictures? What pictures?” 

“Charles's pictures. He's got a big, old 


photo album of you still at the house.” 

Dana closed her novel and studied the 
girl. “And who are you? His new squeeze?” 

“T'm a bit more than that,” the girl said, 
lifting her impressive engagement ring for 
Dana to see. “My name's Linda Starkley. Nice 
to meet ya.” 

Dana raised an eyebrow. “He hasn't told 
me about you.” 

“Why should he?” 

“Just figure it would've come up in 
conversation if he cared so much about you.” 

“You two still talk?” Linda asked, her 
eyes narrowing. 

“From time to time,” Dana said, not 
telling the poor girl she still slept with Charles 
on occasion. 

“Yeah? Well, he tells me marrying you 
was the biggest mistake he ever made.” 

“And yet he keeps around a big ass photo 
album,” Dana said, trying not to smile. 

Linda looked as if she'd been stung by a 
bee. 

“When did the two of you start seeing 
each other?” Dana asked. 

“About six months ago,” the girl told her 
proudly. 


“Six months, huh? Say, you wouldn't be 
interested in his money, would you?” 

Linda smirked. “Now, what kind of 
question is that? Besides, isn't financial gain 
the reason you married him?” 

Dana smiled. “He wasn't rich when we 
got together. That happened shortly after our 
first anniversary.” 

“Didn't you get a large cut in the divorce, 
though?” 

“No, I was nice to the man. Only took 
what I needed to get by for a_ while 
unemployed.” 

“And now?” 

“Now, I work at a law firm as a 
secretary,” Dana said. “And I'm going to 
college on the side.” 

Linda either didn't believe her or didn't 
like what she was saying. “Why is it you two 
still talk?” 

Sometimes, Dana would ask herself the 
same question. “I don't know,” she said. “I 
guess...because we have history together. And 
he's a good-looking guy.” 

“Then why did you divorce him?” 

Dana smiled lightly. “He held me back. 
Didn't want me to leave the house. Didn't want 


me to have a job, a life away from him. He 
had me confined inside our house, and I just 
couldn't take it anymore. I was going stir 
crazy.” 

Linda looked away momentarily, 
observing the fallen leaves. “Why does he still 
have that photo album?” she finally asked. 

“How should I know?” Dana shrugged, 
feeling a little bad for the girl now. “Do you 
really care about it?” 

“Why wouldn't I?” 

“If you just want his money, then the 
pictures shouldn't really bother you.” 

“Who said it was only about the money?” 
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They sat on the park bench for another hour 
talking. Dana learned that Linda was a naive 
twenty-three, and a recent graduate of 
Salisbury University. She had met Charles one 
night at a club after dinner with her friends. 
The two of them had drank, danced, and gone 
back to her apartment sometime after one in 
the morning. Soon after, they had become an 
item. 

Dana was a little confused by the girl. At 
times, she actually seemed to care about 


Charles. But at others, she was sure Linda just 
wanted him for his money. Though she never 
came out and said it, Dana suspected the girl 
knew about Charles and her still seeing each 
other on the side. And maybe it was hurting 
her. 

That's why she wasn't entirely surprised 
when Linda called her a day later on her cell 
phone. Dana had been at the office and told 
her she was unavailable at the time. She'd 
then spent the rest of her shift wondering why 
Linda wanted to talk still, and how she'd even 
gotten Dana's number. 

It was around ten at night that Linda 
tried contacting her again. This time, Dana 
was relaxing in a tub of hot water with her 
iPad propped up on the toilet seat. As Netflix 
played the next episode of Scandal, she 
reached over the rim for her phone, which was 
resting atop her folded towel. 

“Hello?” 

“It's me,” Linda said. 

“T guessed it would be.” 

“What are you doing right now?” 

“Bathing and watching a little TV. What 
do you need?” 

“Am I bothering you?” 


Dana was tempted to be honest but 
restrained herself. “No, you're OK. What's 
going on?” 

“T was thinking,” Linda said. “We should 
get together again. I have something I want to 
ask you about.” 

“And you can't just do it over the 
phone?” 

“T could, but I’d rather it be face to face.” 

Dana felt a curiosity rise within her, and 
asked, “What did you have in mind?” 

“If you're not busy right now, I could 
swing by.” 

That took Dana by surprise. “Oh. Well...” 

“Or tomorrow night whenever you're 
available.” 

Dana wanted to laugh. “Yeah, let's make 
it tomorrow. After my classes. I don't go to the 
firm on Thursdays.” 

“Around what time?” 

Dana thought about it for a moment. 
“After six.” 

“It's a date,” Linda said cheerfully, then 
hung up. 

Dana looked at her phone for a second 
with her eyebrows raised, then tossed it back 
down onto her towel. She wondered what 


Charles would make of all this. 
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Once out of the bath, she decided to give him 
a call and find out. It wasn't until he answered 
that Dana wondered if Linda was possibly 
there beside him, and she cursed herself for 
not thinking of it sooner. 

“Hey? Is something wrong?” Charles 
asked. 

Dana looked at the time and cursed 
herself again. “Are you alone right now? Able 
to talk in private?” 

“Just a sec.” 

She waited a minute before Charles 
returned. 

“OK, I'm back. What's up?” 

“Your fiancée met me at the park the 
other day. Did she tell you that?” 

Charles sighed. “No, she did not. Look, 
I'm sorry I never told you about her. But you 
and I aren't in that kind of relationship 
anymore.” 

“Oh, I know,” Dana said. “I'm not mad 
that you're engaged, Charles.” 

“So what's going on then?” 

“Your girl, Linda...has she been acting 


strange around you lately?” 

Charles chuckled. “No. Why?” 

“T don't know, to be honest. I just find it 
odd she wants to come and talk tomorrow 
night.” 

“She does?” 

“Are you not going to be home or 
something? Like, is she the type who gets 
lonely?” 

Charles seemed to consider that for a 
moment, then said, “Not that I've noticed. And 
tomorrow, I'll be...where? Um, here, I think.” 

“And tonight? Also staying home?” 

“Obviously,” he said. “It's after eleven 
and we were about to get into bed.” 

“Well, she just called me less than an 
hour ago,” Dana told him. “She originally 
wanted to come over tonight.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah, but I said no. It was too late and 
too short of notice. So we set up for tomorrow 
after six instead.” 

“Oh, well I won't be home during that 
time,” he said. “I'll be getting back around 
eight probably.” 

“T wonder if that mattered to her or not,” 
Dana thought aloud. “Well, don't let her know 


that we talked about this.” 

“How come?” 

“She's obviously keeping it a secret from 
you right now, for whatever reason. So just 
pretend you don't know she's met me or is 
talking to me.” 

“Hmmm.” 

“Exactly,” Dana said. “I'll talk to you 
later.” 

Once off the phone, she got her night 
clothes on, and climbed into bed. It took her 
some time to fall asleep because of Linda. 
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Without ever asking for directions, the young 
girl arrived at Dana's apartment shortly after 
six the next evening. Dana thought she should 
have been more surprised but wasn't. After all, 
Linda had figured out her phone number the 
previous day. And maybe she had even known 
Dana would be at the park that afternoon they 
met... 

“I'm so glad you invited me over,” Linda 
said as she stepped inside. 

“Why is that?” Dana asked, thinking it 
wasn’t much of an invitation on her part. 

“T need to talk to you about Charles.” 


“What about him?” 

Linda took a seat on the couch and patted 
her hands against her thighs nervously. Then 
she giggled and looked down at her feet. 

“Well, what the hell is it?” Dana asked, 
amused. 

“Um...1 was wondering. Do you still like 
Charles?” 

“That's an odd question to ask his ex- 
wife,” Dana said, taking a seat on the sofa 
opposite. 

“IT know, I know. But, well...1 need to 
know before I can continue.” 

“Continue with what?” 

“With the reason I came to see you 
today.” 

“Oh,” Dana said, deciding she'd play 
along. “Well, Charles used to be the love of my 
life. He isn't anymore, though.” 

“And what about’ your financial 
situation? How is that with the secretary job 
and college bills?” 

“That's kind of private, wouldn't you 
agree?” Dana said. 

“T do, but...what I need to know is if you 
could use some extra money.” 

“Sure, I guess. Most people could use 


more of it. But why do you ask?” 

“Well, I was just thinking. When I went to 
Salisbury, I was lucky my Daddy paid for 
everything, so it cost me nothing. My family 
used to be wealthy, you see?” 

“But they aren't anymore?” 

“Daddy died last year,” she said. “And he 
left everything to my older brother.” 

“How come?” 

Linda fidgeted. “He always thought of me 
as irresponsible. He wanted me to get by on 
my own. Whereas he loved my brother. A self- 
made man just like Daddy. He deserved extra 
money, even though he wasn't the one who 
needed it.” 

Dana was getting an idea of where this 
was going and decided to mess with the girl a 
little. “So you're broke and want a handout 
from me?” 

“No, no!” Linda nearly cried. “But I was 
thinking you and I might be in the same boat.” 

“I'm not broke,” Dana said. “I just have 
some school loans.” 

“Isn't that like being broke, though?” 

“T get along fine,” Dana told her. “I grew 
up in a low-income household. I'm doing 
better now than I did back then.” 


The young girl didn't look too happy to 
hear this. 

“Why are you here, Linda?” Dana asked, 
becoming tired of the charade. 

“Charles told me about a prenup a few 
days ago,” she replied simply. 

Bingo, Dana thought. Just as I suspected. 

“And?” 

Linda looked at her sadly. “I guess I'm not 
all that confident in marriage. I just assumed if 
I went with Charles and things didn't work 
out, I'd still walk away on stable ground. You 
know what I mean?” 

“Yeah,” Dana said. “With money.” 

Linda nodded. 

“So why are you coming to me about 
this?” 

“Well, I know about his cash hidden 
around the house,” she said. “And he has 
probably a quarter million stashed here and 
there that I have found so far. Did you know 
about all that?” 

Dana didn't. “Keep talking,” she said. 

“T could steal it easily enough, I believe. 
But Charles might figure out it was me. In fact, 
I'm sure he would.” 

“So...you want me to rob my ex- 


husband?” 

“With your help, we could both make 
out. I'd give you half, of course.” 

Dana was shocked. She studied the girl 
for a minute, taking a new measure of her. 
Was Linda that kind of girl? Could she even be 
violent perhaps? 

“Well, what do you think?” she asked. 

Dana decided to play along a little longer. 
“So...roughly one hundred and _ twenty-five 
grand each?” 

“Give or take,” Linda replied. “I was 
thinking we'd make it look like your average 
robbery. I'll take him out to dinner or 
something, and then you come in through the 
back door. You know which one, right? The 
sliding glass door? You smash it, come inside, 
ransack the place, take the money, and get out 
before we return.” 

“What about the alarm system? I know he 
has one. And some cameras, I think.” 

“Tl just forget to set the alarm on the 
way out the door,” Linda said. “And, as for the 
cameras, I know how to shut those off from 
the console.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah, we had a concern a month back 


about the housekeeper stealing from us,” she 
explained. “And when Charles was looking at 
old footage, I was there. I saw him enter 
enough of the password that I was able to 
figure it out later when I was alone. It's the 
same password he uses for everything.” 

Dana was quiet for a moment, taking it 
all in. “Does this mean you're looking to end 
things with Charles?” 

“Not at all,” Linda said quickly. “But I 
would like to know I have a nest egg waiting if 
things weren't to work between us.” 

Dana nodded. “I don't know if I could do 
this without a little background first,” she 
said. 

“What do you mean?” 

“It's been a long time since I was inside 
that house,” she explained. “I should see it 
again before we discuss this any further.” 

Linda crossed her legs. “I suppose that 
makes sense. See how things are arranged 
now, so you know exactly where to look for 
the hidden cash.” 

“Exactly.” 

“How about dinner?” Linda suggested. 
“Tomorrow night? The three of us.” 

“You don't think that would be weird?” 


“Charles may not know that you and I 
have met, but that could be part of the fun,” 
she said. “What I'll do is tell him I made a new 
friend this week, and that I've invited her over 
for dinner. And then when you get there, he'll 
be surprised it's actually you, and we can all 
have a good laugh about it.” 

Dana felt uneasy but tried to hide it. “I 
suppose there could be some entertainment in 
that.” 

“Of course!” Linda _ said _ excitedly, 
jumping to her feet. As she walked to the 
door, Dana followed. “I'm so glad you're giving 
this a chance,” she said, stepping out into the 
hallway. “I promise you it will work out 
wonderfully for the both of us.” 

Dana faked a smile of enthusiasm. “I 
guess I could use the extra money.” 

“Yeah, and it's not like you still care 
about Charles, right?” 

Dana froze. She was sure Linda had just 
set a trap for her and tried to react 
appropriately. “Of course not,” she said. “I 
mean, I don't hate the guy or anything. But I 
don't think stealing from him would bother me 
much.” 

“Well, that's good,” Linda said, eyeing 


her. “We'll talk soon.” 

Dana nodded. “Yes, later tonight, I 
imagine.” 

Linda looked over her shoulder as she left 
and flashed a mischievous smile. 
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Dana considered calling Charles to give him a 
heads up but wasn't sure how he'd react. Or if 
he'd even believe her. So she decided to hold 
off for the moment and went into her 
bedroom. From within her closet, she brought 
out a metal box with a lock. She took it over 
to her work desk, found its key, and opened it. 
Inside was a black 9mm Luger her ex-husband 
had given her while they were still together. 
She picked it up and looked it over. It had 
been a while since the last time she'd taken it 
out. Maybe a year or more. 

Charles had purchased the weapon 
shortly after they’d gotten married. Since she 
was frequently home alone, he wanted her to 
be protected. He even paid for her to take 
firing lessons with a professional down at the 
local range. So she knew how to use it if she 
ever needed to. 

Checking its loaded magazine, she 


wondered if Linda was dangerous. She sure 
acted friendly enough, but it also seemed 
insincere, like an elaborate act. Dana couldn't 
shake the feeling that she was being set up for 
something bad. Something Charles wouldn't 
suspect from his lovely new fiancée. Was it 
possible the girl intended to do more than just 
rob him from right underneath his nose? 

Dana couldn't decide just then, but she 
thought about it for the rest of the night. As 
she slept, the 9mm watched over her from the 
desktop. 
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Linda called her early the next morning and 
said they would all have dinner together that 
night around seven. Dana said fine and got off 
the phone. She was feeling incredibly nervous, 
and her bowels made it difficult for her to 
work. She tried to ignore her stomach, but it 
was no use. After seeing her return from the 
bathroom for the fourth time in a matter of 
two hours, Dana's boss asked if she was feeling 
alright. 

“T think I have a stomach bug or 
something,” she told him. 

“You can go home then,” he said, keeping 


his distance. “No reason for you to get anyone 
else sick here. I can get help from one of the 
other secretaries if I need it.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Sampson,” Dana said, 
gathering her things. 

When she got home a half hour later, she 
took out a bottle of water from the fridge. She 
drank it slowly, but consistently. It helped her 
a little, but she was still feeling panicked as 
the day continued. Around five, she decided to 
go ahead and bring her gun just in case and 
hid it at the bottom of her purse. She almost 
felt crazy for doing so, but her bowels relaxed 
soon after. She then took a hot shower and 
played her stereo loudly. By the time she 
needed to leave, she was feeling better. Not a 
hundred percent, but capable enough to play 
along with Linda for the time being. 

As Dana headed out the door, she 
received a text saying, “See you soon,” from 
Linda. 

She chose not to reply. 
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The house looked, more or less, the same from 
the outside as he had when Dana was living 
there. But inside, things had changed greatly. 


The décor was completely different now, more 
modern in style, than it had been when she 
and Charles were married. The arrangements 
had changed, as had the posters and paintings 
on the wall. It also appeared as if the fireplace 
had been returned to working order, 
something that she had bugged Charles about 
in the past. 

In the last year of casual meeting, the two 
of them had either gone to her place or a hotel 
out of town. Only once or twice had she 
actually come to the house. She was a little 
surprised by how much it had already changed 
since her last visit, which had been just a few 
months earlier. For reasons she could not 
understand, she felt hurt seeing it all. 

It had been, of course, Linda who'd 
opened the door and let her inside. Charles 
had been upstairs at the time, which was 
lucky; Linda wanted to show Dana around 
without raising her fiancée’s suspicion. The 
first hiding place she pointed out was a push 
panel located on the side of the kitchen island. 
When she showed Dana how to open it by 
pressing down on the bottom right corner, 
Dana asked how she had learned about the 
money in the first place. 


“T found one by accident,” she said. “And 
asked Charles about it. He admitted to me he 
had money hidden in different places in case 
of emergency but told me to leave them 
alone.” 

“So he didn't tell you where the others 
were?” 

“No, of course not. It's just that, once I 
knew there were others, I couldn't help but 
search them out whenever he wasn't around. I 
know of seven places now, and those are the 
ones I'm going to tell you about. Show, if I 
can,” she said. “But Charles should be coming 
down any minute, so we'll have to pick this 
back up after dinner.” 

As they headed for the dining room, Dana 
asked quietly, “Wouldn't he know you've 
found them? Because of the cameras?” 

“He doesn't check them often, I don't 
think. But if he does know, I suppose he 
doesn't really care. It's not like I've taken any 
money from the spots yet.” 

“You probably just look curious on 
camera, huh?” 

“Yeah, and he likes that about me,” Linda 
said, beaming. 

“Really?” 


“Oh, yeah. Sometimes he'll say I ask a lot 
of questions, and that he gets a real kick out of 
it.” 

“T don't know if that means he likes it.” 

“He hasn't changed any of the money 
around. So I guess he doesn't know or doesn't 
care.” 

If that hadn't ended their discussion, the 
arrival of the housekeeper did. She began to 
bring in food a second later and set it down 
upon the elegant table. The set-up was quite 
beautiful, Dana admitted to herself unhappily. 
She was examining one of the china plates 
when footsteps drew near. She looked up and 
saw Charles enter the room, dressed nicely. 
When their eyes met, his eyes widened in 
surprise. 

“D-Dana?” he stammered. 

She put the plate down and _ smiled. 
“Hello, Charles. You didn't know I was your 
fiancée’s new friend?” she said, giving him a 
look. 

He caught on, luckily, and shook his 
head. “No, not at all,” he said, turning to 
Linda. “Did you know Dana is my ex-wife?” 

“Not at first,” Linda said. “But it came up 
the other day when I told her about you. It 


seemed like a fun way to get back at you for 
canceling our trip last weekend.” 

Dana wondered what she meant but said 
nothing. 

Charles faked a laugh and _ shrugged. 
“Well, you got me good.” 

“When was the last time you two saw 
each other?” Linda asked. 

Charles and Dana exchanged looks, which 
Linda caught. She pretended not to have seen 
them, which Dana found odd. 

“Well, um,” Charles said, trying to choose 
his words carefully. “I guess it's been a few 
months. We ran into each other at the coffee 
shop one day before work.” 

“But don't you two talk regularly?” 

Dana felt her bowels twist as they had 
earlier and touched her stomach gently from 
under the table. 

“Talk?” Charles said. “Um, not regularly. 
We check in on each other from time to time, I 
guess.” 

Linda smiled but said nothing. Charles 
looked uneasy, and Dana couldn't blame him. 
The housekeeper returned then, holding two 
different bottles of wine. “Which would you 
like, Mr. Tanner?” 


Charles was happy for the distraction. “Is 
that the '05 Latour in your left hand?” 

The housekeeper nodded. 

“That one will work just fine,” he said. 

“And I suppose we should sit down for 
dinner then,” Linda added, clapping her hands 
together. 
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Though the meal was good, Dana had a hard 
time eating much of what was on her plate. 
Her stomach was throwing a fit beneath the 
table, and it was killing her not to run for the 
bathroom. Linda continued to fake pleasant 
conversation that made both her and Charles 
uncomfortable. More and more, Dana was 
wondering what Linda had planned, and just 
how little she was in on it all. 

Once it was time for a break—the desert 
not quite ready yet—Linda said she was going 
to trade her dress for something more 
comfortable. As soon as she was gone, Charles 
led Dana out onto the back porch, where it 
was dark and cold. When Dana asked him to 
turn on the light, he said, “I don't want her to 
know we're out here talking.” 

“You could have at least brought me a 


coat,” Dana said, hugging her arms. 

“We only have a minute, so let's not 
waste the time. Just what the hell is going on 
here tonight?” 

She sighed. “I'm not quite sure, to be 
honest. But she invited me over so I could 
survey the house.” 

“What? Why?” 

“She wants me to rob you,” she said 
quietly. “And we'd split the money.” 

“Rob me? Why the hell would she want 
to do that?” 

“She claims it's for her safety nest, since 
you asked for a prenup.” 

Charles shook his head and laughed 
lightly. “You must be kidding.” 

“Since when do I lie to you?” Dana said, 
agitated. “I wanted to tell you yesterday when 
she proposed the idea, but figured you'd just 
call me jealous or something.” 

“If she wants to rob me, why does she 
need you?” 

“She said she'd take you out one night, 
disable the alarm and cameras, and have me 
stage a generic robbery while you two were 
gone,” Dana explained. “Take your hidden 
money and then meet up with her later to split 


it.” 

Charles looked confused and hurt. “Is she 
planning to leave me or something?” 

“She says no, but I don't trust her. She 
gives me the creeps. She finds me at the park 
one day and knows who I am. Calls me the 
next day, when I never even gave her my 
number. Comes over to my apartment last 
night, though I never gave her the address. 
And I'm pretty sure she knows you and I are 
still sleeping together.” 

“T was wondering if she'd figured it out,” 
Charles said, running a hand through his hair. 
He was quiet for a moment, but then 
something seemed to occur to him. “Why did 
you decide to tell me all this?” 

“T wasn't going to go through with the 
robbery,” Dana told him. “I just didn't know 
how to get this girl out of my life without 
making you hate me in the process. Or 
without her coming after me for revenge.” 

Charles grunted. “You actually think 
she'd do that?” 

“How the fuck should I know? She strikes 
me as a Stalker and a gold digger.” 

Charles took a step closer to her and 
placed a hand on her waist. “This conversation 


never happened, you understand? Let's just go 
back in there and pretend everything is fine 
and dandy.” 

“Fine and dandy? Jesus Christ, Charles. 
What are you going to do about all of this?” 

“T don't know just yet,” he said. “I need 
time to process it. Now let's go before she 
suspects any more than she might already.” 

When they returned to the dining room, 
they found Linda sitting at the table with her 
hands beneath the table. The leftovers and 
plates had all been removed, and now there 
was fresh china in place, with a chocolate 
créme pie resting in the center. Dana was 
immediately disturbed to notice that Linda's 
clothes had not changed in the least. 

“Welcome back,” Linda said without her 
usual pleasantness. “Had to fit in a quickie, eh, 
Charles? I would've thought you'd be too 
bloated from dinner.” 

Dana's mind went to her purse, and she 
was happy to see it hanging from the side of 
her chair. 

Charles looked nervously at his fiancée 
and decided to play dumb. “What are you 
talking about?” 

“I'm not stupid,” Linda said, standing 


herself up. It was now clear that she was 
holding a gun. 

Charles saw it and took a step back in 
surprise. “What the hell do you have that for? 
Are you crazy?” 

“Tell me you haven't been fucking your 
ex-wife!” she screamed, raising the gun. “I 
dare you.” 

Charles stumbled over his words, and 
nothing of sense came out. 

“Linda, what about our plan?” Dana said, 
inching herself closer to her chair. It was only 
two feet away from where she now stood. 
“This was never discussed.” 

“That's because it was never planned,” 
Linda said, breathing heavily. “Before the 
robbery, I wanted to see how you two acted 
around each other. I had my suspicions; you 
must have known. And when you two slid off 
outside, I knew it had to be true.” 

“What had to be true?” Charles asked. 

“That you two were still in love.” 

Dana licked her lips. “Can I ask you 
something, Linda? Did you know I was going 
to be at the park that day?” 

Linda smiled and nodded. “I was having 
you followed. Both of you. On the fifteenth, 


you two disappeared inside a hotel off Bakers 
Road in Charlotte. You didn't come out for 
three fucking hours!” 

Dana was trembling with fear. She didn't 
dare look over at Charles to see how he was 
doing. 

“But I tried my best not to jump to 
conclusions,” Linda continued. “I decided I 
wanted to meet you first. Then the robbery 
idea came to me, and I used it to test your 
loyalty to Charles. I was curious to know if 
you'd go through with it or not.” 

“What were you going to do if I did it?” 
Dana asked. 

“T wasn't sure, actually. If you seemed 
cool with screwing over your ex, I was 
thinking I'd let you live. Maybe let you know 
that I was aware of the affair and scare you 
into stopping it. Then let bygones be 
bygones,” she said. “But if you showed a guilty 
conscience, or led me to believe you weren't 
trustworthy, well...then I was going to kill 
you.” 

“Have you done this before?” Charles 
asked, studying his fiancée closely. 

“What? Murder someone?” She laughed. 
“God, no. This isn't me. You drove me to this! 


Fucking your ex-wife behind my back, and 
then demanding a prenup. You have some set 
of balls, you asshole.” 

Charles swallowed hard but said nothing. 
He had sweat running down his brow now, 
and Dana wondered what was going through 
his mind. 

For a second, Linda seemed to be 
struggling with a decision she was trying to 
make, and then said, “Fuck it.” She pulled the 
trigger and a burst of red mist puffed forth 
from Charles' chest. He fell backwards into the 
wall, smearing blood against the white as he 
slid down to the carpet. Dana immediately 
snatched her purse from off the chair, and 
dove to the floor as Linda fired another shot. 
She wasn't sure if it was directed at her or not 
and didn't care. She quickly pulled out her 
9mm, killed the safety, and aimed the gun 
beneath the table. She fired twice, missing the 
first time, but hitting Linda's ankle with the 
second. The girl screamed in pain and fell 
hard onto her knees. Dana then _ stood, 
rounded the corner of the table for a better 
angle, and shot two more times. The first 
bullet entered Linda's shoulder, while the 
other passed through her left eye. She 


collapsed awkwardly onto her side and 
became deadly still. 

Momentarily, Dana couldn't bring herself 
to move a muscle. She just stood in place, 
horrified and shocked by her own actions. She 
hadn't been sure if she'd had it in her, but now 
she had a definitive answer. It wasn't until 
Charles groaned from behind her that she 
returned to reality and rushed over to him. He 
was terribly pale, and Dana worried he'd be 
dead before the ambulance could arrive. She 
quickly found her phone and called the police. 
As she talked to them, she searched around for 
the housekeeper. She found the woman 
unconscious in the laundry room with a nasty 
bump on the back of her head, but she 
appeared alright otherwise. Sirens rounded the 
street three minutes later. 
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Dana was allowed to see Charles in the 
hospital two days after the dinner. He was 
lucky to have survived. He told her what the 
doctors had said, showing off his bandaged 
chest as if it were a badge of honor. Dana had 
laughed and cried a little, seeing him cocky 
and full of shit again. 


“Why did you have that nine with you?” 
he asked when she came in with water bottles 
the next day. They hadn't talked about the 
incident much during her first visit, both still 
shaken from the experience. 

“T just...had a hunch that the girl was 
crazy,” she told him. “It was one of those bad 
feelings, you know? After she talked to me 
about robbing you, I got the idea that she 
might be dangerous. I really didn't think she'd 
pull a gun, but I didn't want to put it past her 
either. So I came prepared for the worst.” 

“You acted quickly,” he said. 

“Thank God for that,” she laughed. “If I 
hadn't, I'm sure we'd both be dead.” 

“Oh, most definitely.” 

Charles reached for her hand, and Dana 
let him have it. He squeezed gently and looked 
into her eyes. “Some girls, am I right?” 

Dana shook her head but smiled. 

“You're an idiot.” 


EXITIUM 


1 


In the starlit night sky, an unfamiliar 
constellation blinked rhythmically. Deep in 
the oceanic trenches below, something stirred 
by the masses, bringing with it a heated and 


hungry fury. 
The call to feast had sounded. 
2 
“Son of bitch.” 


Morris tapped his pen rapidly against the 
table, his coffee long since turned cold and 
forgotten. He had been there an hour now, the 
last twenty minutes of which had been spent 
trying to finish one paragraph. The laptop 
screen set before him seemed to dim in a 
taunting sense, its power settings having 


decided he clearly wasn’t using the device any 
longer. 

Outside the independent shop, the wind 
was blowing fiercely, whipping people’s coats 
against their paths loudly. Morris watched as a 
woman turned her face just enough for the 
wind to rip off her sunglasses, sending them to 
the sidewalk behind her. A busy man stepped 
on them immediately without taking notice. 

Morris returned his attention to the 
blinking dash marker, and shortly resumed his 
mumbling of obscenities in frustration. He was 
so close now, so close, to finishing the damn 
thing. This story had come so easily at first, 
but only grown more difficult beyond its first 
hundred pages. It wasn’t so much the story as 
it was Morris; he was burning out, his written 
voice becoming stale and forced. He needed 
that spark of inspiration again but didn’t know 
where to find it. 

“Turn up the volume! Excuse me? Can 
you please turn up the TV volume? Yes, thank 
you.” 

Morris looked away from his laptop to 
see a Startled man shouting at an employee, 
his finger pointed to the screen in the upper 
corner of the shop. Morris turned then to the 


TV set—an ancient thing with a deep back—to 
see what the fuss was all about. On its screen 
was a youngish woman fighting the wind with 
a microphone in hand, standing outside 
Central Park. She looked at least as scared as 
the man urging the shop employee to quickly 
find the remote, if not more. 

As the volume was increased from 5 to 
30, Morris listened to the crackled audio of the 
reporter. “... police don’t know what it is, nor 
has the White House or Pentagon released any 
sort of statement to our knowledge. This has 
just happened, a current development! We’re 
all just as confused as you. Is it anywhere else? 
Are there similar sightings? We don’t know...” 

Morris was confused, but only 
momentarily. The cameraman moved off of 
the girl a second later and showed a large 
object in the sky (probably thirty-some stories 
in its own right), hovering above the city 
buildings beyond their location. It was egg- 
shaped, black in color, with illuminated blue 
rings moving down its surface. Whatever it 
was, the object didn’t seem to be doing 
anything. Morris wondered what it was but 
knew deep down that the answer wasn’t one 
he wanted to hear. 


His heart began to race. 

The other man in the shop got onto his 
phone. “Honey? Honey, where are you? Get in 
the fucking car. We have to leave New York.” 

Morris watched him hurry out the door, 
flinging on his coat as he went. It was then 
that Morris saw the people outside had 
become frantic and scared. The wind didn’t 
seem like such a natural occurrence anymore; 
it was pulling in the direction of Central Park, 
where the egg was watching overhead. 
Nobody was going in that direction anymore. 
They were all fighting the wind to move 
further away. 

Morris looked at his computer screen, 
frozen and in shock. Was this really 
happening? He suddenly thought back on the 
morning, hoping it would only be a hazy 
suggestion of a dream. But he remembered 
every minute of it since getting out of bed at 
four. 

This was really happening. 

“Fuck me.” 

Morris slapped the laptop shut and slid it 
into his case quickly. The shop employee that 
had turned up the TV had since vanished to 
the backroom. Morris was the only one around 


now. He wondered where he should go, who 
he should call. But he was a single man in his 
forties, divorced and without children. His 
parents had died two years earlier in a plane 
crash, and they’d only ever had one other 
child. That was Kendall, his younger sister, but 
she wasn’t on speaking terms with Morris. 

For a long minute, he just stood in place 
by the table, unsure of what to do. He looked 
back at the TV screen, realizing then that he 
had tuned out all the sounds around him since 
the departure of the other patrons. He opened 
his ears and tried to focus on the reporter once 
more. 

“It doesn’t seem to be doing anything,” 
she said, looking over her shoulder briefly. 
“The object appeared about fifteen minutes 
ago, leaving us all in shock. But I’ve just 
received word that similar ships have also 
shown up in Washington, D.C., Sydney, 
London, France...” 

Morris turned away from the TV and 
looked toward the counter once more. There 
was still no one else around. The shop 
appeared to have been abandoned. 

“IT don’t know about you, but I’m getting the 
fuck out of here.” 


Morris looked back at the TV just as the 
girl tossed her microphone aside and ran off- 
screen, the cameraman returning his gaze to 
the egg in the sky. It lingered there for several 
moments before the screen went black, the 
feed cut. Rather than return to the anchor 
room of the studio, an image appeared saying 
their connection had been lost. 

Morris finally willed his legs to move and 
headed out the front door into the shoving 
crowd of people. 
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Annalise hadn’t quite listened to her husband 
when he told her to get in the car. Instead, she 
had turned on the TV, saw the news, and 
begun packing her things. As she searched the 
closet for their handheld radio, her cell phone 
chimed from the dresser corner. She reached 
out to grab it and saw that it was a text 
message from her husband. 

Where can I meet you? 

Annalise growled in frustration, and 
wrote back, I haven’t left the house yet. 

She then pocketed the phone and 
returned her attention to the closet. In the 
back (of course), she found a _ box of 


emergency supplies buried beneath a stack of 
folded blankets. She dug it out and carried it 
to the bed. She quickly tossed off the lid and 
rummaged through its contents, locating the 
radio, several flashlights, batteries, and a 
Swiss Army knife (with all the bells and 
whistles). After seeing what else was inside, 
Annalise decided to just take the whole 
container, and moved it outside to the car in 
the driveway. 

They lived on Long Island, though her 
husband worked in the city. Getting a house in 
Wantagh had been much more affordable; 
besides, Annalise hated going into the city and 
its craziness. That morning, Jackie had luckily 
taken the Fusion to work, leaving her the 
crossover. For this, she was thankful. 

The trunk now had the emergency 
supplies box, a suitcase for Jackie’s things, 
both of their compact depository safes, and 
several bags of groceries and drinks. She had 
first received his urgent call about a half hour 
earlier. Considering all she needed to finish 
now was her own suitcase, she felt on top of 
time. 

Her phone chimed again. 

Get the fuck on! Meet me at the Brookdale 


rest stop. 

A text with the address appeared a 
moment later. Annalise copied it into her 
Maps app and checked the distance. It was a 
solid two-hour drive from their house. She 
wondered where Jackie was currently, and 
how far he had to go. The turnpike was 
probably going to be insane. Would cars even 
be moving? 

“Jesus Christ,” she cursed, heading back 
into the house. “Please be a modern-day War 
of the Worlds hoax.” 

She spent ten minutes completing her 
suitcase, used the bathroom one last time, and 
headed back outside. As she stopped to lock 
the door behind her, the ground shook 
tremendously, putting her off balance. She 
grabbed onto the stoop railing and looked 
around herself. The neighborhood was 
suddenly loud with screams and car alarms. 
Outside, numerous people were also packing 
up their cars to leave, and now staring up at 
the sky in fear. 

Annalise looked up as well but saw 
nothing. Still, that egg thing on the news must 
have done something in the city. Why else the 
enormous tremor? 


As she headed down the stairs and 
toward the car, a gust of wind suddenly 
charged down the street, almost knocking her 
backward with its force. She fought against it, 
trying to reach the crossover, but the strength 
increased so much that she couldn’t stand 
against it any longer. She fell back in a twist, 
landing on her side and grabbing onto a small 
garden bush subconsciously. She screamed 
over the howl of the wind, wishing 
desperately for it to end. 

This was not a hoax. 
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In Mechanicsville, MD, Samantha was 
grabbing her car keys and hurrying into the 
garage. Every TV channel was showing the 
same thing: destruction. Manhattan had been 
leveled, as well as the capitol. No one knew if 
the President had been evacuated to their 
bunker in time or not. Over a million people 
were expected to be dead, and there were still 
more of those egg-shaped objects scattered 
across the globe. Had they all dropped as 
well? Or were they waiting for something 
still? 

Samantha didn’t really care. She was only 


concerned with picking up her young son from 
his school fifteen minutes up the road, the 
sooner the better. That was her number one 
priority. Other people could wait. 

So she jumped into her sedan, started up 
the engine, and pulled out of her garage and 
driveway as quickly as she could, nearly 
clipping another rushing mother in the 
process. Not that it was of any surprise, but 
other parents had had the same thought as 
she. Samantha prayed that traffic wouldn’t 
keep her from reaching her son. 
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Andrew and the rest of his classmates had 
been gathered in the auditorium. Every 
teacher and faculty member seemed to be 
present, each one of them shaken. Andrew 
wondered why. The other kids were all talking 
about it, too, asking the same questions. 

Why are we here? 

Is something going on? 

Why won’t they tell us anything? 

Andrew had heard one of his friends 
talking about sneaking out of the gym to 
abandon school. Something was clearly up, 
and they deserved to know what exactly. He 


contemplated following them, but no plan had 
yet been finalized. There were too many 
adults, and at least one at every exit. They 
appeared to be prisoners. 

The room had been cleared of tables and 
equipment, so everyone was seated on the 
cold, hard floor, uncomfortable and vocal 
about it. But the teachers didn’t seem to give 
much of a shit. Some had become aggressive 
with the students, frequently yelling at them 
to stay put and shut up. Others were clearly 
too lost in their own thoughts, and therefore 
lacking in any interaction. Did they even know 
the kids were planted on the tile floor? 

“Hey, you comin’?” 

Andrew turned to see his friend, Jay, 
crouching at his side. Following closely behind 
Jay were two other classmates, Fred and 
Ronda. Surrounding them were many other 
students still seated but paying attention to 
him. 

“Where are we going?” Andrew asked, 
confused. 

“We’re going to rush Mrs. Valerie at the 
fire exit in the corner. Get out of here.” 

Andrew looked past his friend to the door 
in question. Mrs. Valerie stood there, clearly 


anxious and biting her nails. No one else was 
within twenty feet of her. Why she was alone 
to guard the door made no sense. 

“Ts it just her?” Andrew asked. 

“Mr. Hurley just left for the bathroom, I 
think,” Jay said. “So we’re working with a 
small window of opportunity here.” 

Andrew looked at the other students who 
appeared to be in on the plan. “How many of 
us are there?” 

Jay shrugged. “Enough,” he © said, 
hurriedly. “You coming or not?” 

Andrew considered it a moment longer, 
and then nodded. What did he have to lose? If 
they got caught or stopped, then they’d just be 
placed back here again. It’s not like the 
teachers had guns and were going to open fire 
on them. Mrs. Valerie would probably just 
scream and jump aside during their charge. 

“Where do we go once we’re outside?” he 
asked as Jay began to turn. 

“The parking lot,” his friend replied 
quickly. “I heard there are parents out there 
trying to get inside, but the principal won’t let 
them.” 

Andrew liked the sound of this and 
followed Jay in a crouched stance like the 


others. They moved through the crowd about 
ten feet—enough of them to catch the 
attention of Mrs. Valerie, who looked up from 
her nails with obvious concern—and then Jay 
stood tall. 

“Now!” 

A group of twenty-some students jumped 
to their feet at once and charged for the fire 
exit. As expected, Mrs. Valerie jumped out of 
their way, shouting for them to stop at once. 
Nobody listened, except the other teachers, 
who rushed the group from all angles. But 
Andrew, Jay, and several others managed to 
get outside before it was too late. 

The fire alarm sounded. 
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In Historic Abingdon, VA, Wendy and her 
sister, Kayla, were on their way to the park 
opposite the Barter Theater when they first 
learned of the morning events. Wendy had 
asked Kayla to look up the weather for the day 
—the sky showing some heavy cloud coverage 
moving over—and Kayla responded by pulling 
out her phone. It was then that she saw a ton 
of unread notifications at the top of her 
screen. 


Surprised, she swiped down for the 
complete list, and saw that a large number of 
her Facebook friends were streaming videos 
live. “Wow, is it a holiday or something?” 

Wendy looked over Kayla’s shoulder to 
see what she was talking about. “No. Why?” 

Kayla pulled up one of the videos and 
saw a recording of a TV news report. On the 
screen, an anchorman was sweating and 
talking shakily. Wendy told her to turn the 
volume up so they could hear. Both girls had 
stopped on the sidewalk, no longer on their 
way to the park. 

“.. again, if you have children present, 
you may want to divert them elsewhere as we 
go to replay several of the videos recorded 
prior to the event,” the man said, licking his 
lips and nodding to someone off-camera. The 
screen then changed to a cell phone’s 
recording, slender and shot in low definition. 
It had been taken from a city street—subtitles 
appeared to say “Manhattan” a moment later 
before vanishing—and there was a crowd of 
people stopped in their tracks, looking up. The 
person recording the video did a three-sixty 
rotation to show them = all—hundreds, 
probably, in all directions—and then turned 


the camera to the sky as well. 

Kayla put her free hand over her mouth. 
“Oh, my God ...” 

Wendy whispered, “What is that?” 

There was a large, oval-like object 
directly above the crowd of people, very dark 
in color, and covering much of the sky. The 
people were eerily quiet as they stood frozen 
in place, many others recording footage with 
their phones as well. 

“What’s going on?” Wendy asked, trying 
to get a better look at her sister’s phone 
screen. 

The object then suddenly dropped, 
crippling the buildings in its way and crushing 
the street, cutting the video short. The action 
took all of a split-second, so little time that the 
girls weren’t even sure what they’d seen. 

Another video took the screen, this one 
perhaps recorded by an iPad, seeing as the 
presentation was wider and of better quality. 
It had been shot some distance from the object 
in the sky—in this view, the ship looked like a 
black egg with a handful of glowing, blue 
rings—and seemingly out of the range of 
danger. A moment later, that’s what 
happened. Only the distance between this 


person and those beneath the egg didn’t seem 
to matter; a wave of blue fire engulfed the 
street ahead immediately and rushed to the 
cameraman just as she let out a scream of 
surprise. Then there was blackness. 

The anchorman returned, his face even 
whiter than before. “There are hundreds of 
videos like this online,” he began quietly. 
“And they all end the same. From New York 
and Washington. Both cities are presumed to 
be gone now.” 

Wendy and Kayla exchanged looks of 
terror. 

“This isn’t real,” Wendy said, shaking her 
head. “Play another video. Someone that is 
live streaming.” 

Kayla switched over to another available 
video. A girl in her early twenties appeared, 
talking frantically from the safety of her 
bedroom. “What the fuck is going on, 
people?! What the fuck?!” she cried, her hands 
combing through her long hair. “My Dad 
works at the Pentagon. Is he fucking dead? His 
phone number won’t even ring for me. What 
are we supposed to do? Did we just get nuked 
or something?!” 

Wendy grabbed the phone from her 


sister’s hands and clicked off the screen. 
“That’s enough,” she said, starting to walk 
again. “Let’s go.” 

“Hold up,” Kayla said, reaching just in 
time to catch Wendy’s wrist. “Give me back 
my phone. What the hell is wrong with you?” 

“It’s just some bullshit,” Wendy said 
harshly. “Some trick.” 

“Give me my phone.” 

Wendy relinquished the device, and 
Kayla turned back in the way they’d come. 
Wendy stopped in her tracks and watched. 
“Where are you going?” 

“To the car,” Kayla called over her 
shoulder. 

Wendy hurried after her. “We haven’t 
been to the park yet.” 

Kayla was bringing up the news on her 
web browser. She scanned the Emergency 
Alerts and began to walk faster. 

“Slow down, will you?” 

Kayla shook her head. “We’ve got to go 
home.” 

“What the hell for?” 

“This isn’t a trick, Wendy!” Kayla nearly 
shouted. “Look on your own _ phone. 
Manhattan and Washington got bombed.” 


Wendy made an exasperated sound, and 
finally took out her own device. After a 
minute of walking and observing its screen, 
she sighed and said, “I don’t think so.” 

“Huh?” 

“T don’t think we were bombed,” Wendy 
said as they neared the parking lot where they 
had left the car. “Those things were just 
floating in the sky.” 

“And?” 

Wendy brought out her key fob and 
unlocked the car, circling to the driver’s side. 
“We don’t have any bombs that can just float 
in the sky. Not to my knowledge, at least.” 

They got seated and quickly buckled in. 
“Then what were they?” Kayla asked, still 
searching her web browser for other reports 
and videos. 

Wendy stared beyond her windshield for 
a long moment, her eyes unfixed. “I don’t 
think they’re man-made.” 

Kayla didn’t reply. 

Wendy looked at her. “Going home isn’t 
going to make us safe,” she said with some 
trepidation. “If those videos aren’t fake, then 
we may as well start digging underground for 
cover.” 


Kayla finally looked up from her phone, 
silent tears running down her cheeks. “Where 
do we go then?” 
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Jackie was gone, she was sure of that. He’d 
stopped texting Annalise after the earthquake, 
his phone number no longer connected to an 
active line. She’d tried several times in the last 
hour to no avail. And as she’d feared, the 
roads weren’t moving. She’d only cleared 
about two miles before traffic became so 
overcrowded that everything stopped. 

She’d seen some people get out of their 
vehicles and continue on foot. This made her 
angrier than anything, because it left 
unoccupied vehicles in the road, making the 
traffic even worse. She was beginning to feel 
claustrophobic and trapped; to her left and 
right were cars. In front and behind her were 
cars. In every direction she looked, there were 
cars. Leaving on foot was her only other 
option, it appeared, and she didn’t like it. 

All of their things were here in the 
crossover. She couldn’t just leave them behind; 
they were too important. But how was she 
supposed to get her car off the road? And from 


there, where would she be going? 

The car beside her emptied then. A man, 
a woman, and two children all climbed out, 
the kids crying. She watched with mounting 
anxiety as the parents grabbed the wrists of 
their children and directed them to the 
roadside to leave their vehicle behind. 

Annalise looked in her rearview and saw 
that more and more people were opting to do 
the same. It wouldn’t be long before she’d be 
the only inhabited vehicle at this spot on the 
road, leaving her (most certainly) trapped and 
unable to move any further. 

“God-fucking-damn-it!” she screamed, 
pounding on her steering wheel. 

She swung open her driver-side door and 
moved around to the trunk. If she was going 
to leave on foot, she was at least bringing one 
bag of necessary items for the road. But that 
meant going through things and making a 
master bag of sorts, a combination of 
everything she’d packed. So she started pulling 
everything out to dissect. 
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Samantha had pulled into the school parking 
lot just in time, it seemed. A decent-sized 


crowd had formed outside of the main 
entrance to the building, and was pounding on 
the doors, demanding to be let inside. The 
parking lot was nothing but chaos, enough so 
that Samantha couldn’t find a spot to pull in. 
Instead, she did what so many others had, and 
stopped her vehicle up on the curb of the 
sidewalk. 

She quickly threw open her door and 
stepped out, looking around for other 
entrances to the building. From the front of 
the school, there were just the crowded double 
doors. But along the sides, there were 
emergency exits and several classroom exits. 
So far, no one seemed to be casing the 
building’s perimeter (unless they were already 
around the backside, which she could not see); 
so she grabbed her keys and began down the 
side lawn, passing the windows of the 
principal’s office and the nurse’s office along 
the corner. 

She hadn’t gone far before an emergency 
exit ahead was thrown open with some force. 
A handful of kids appeared, charging outside, 
a moment before the door shut behind them. 
Of that group, Samantha spotted her son. 

“Andrew!” 


He turned and ran over as the other kids 
swam past, headed in the direction of the 
parking lot. Andrew threw his arms around 
her and squeezed, speaking quickly. “We need 
to go! We need to go!” 

She grabbed him by the hand and 
directed him toward her car up on the 
sidewalk. “I couldn’t agree more,” she said, 
looking up at the sky and scanning the clouds. 
She prayed they would remain clear. 

“Where are we headed?” Andrew asked. 
“Home?” 

“No,” she replied, opening the front 
passenger door for him. 

Andrew climbed in, surprised. His mother 
never let him sit up front. He was still young. 

“Where then?” he asked, grabbing at his 
seat belt. 

Samantha went around to the driver’s 
side and quickly climbed in, sticking her key 
into the ignition using the same_ swift 
movement. “Langley,” she said. “To see your 
father.” 
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Annalise was walking with the Atlantic Ocean 
beside her. She had emptied and repacked one 


of the larger packs they had and was now 
carrying it over one shoulder uncomfortably. 
Occasionally, she would check her phone to 
see if Jackie had resurfaced, but there was 
never anything new from him. She wondered 
if she were in shock, confident now that her 
husband must have been killed. 

Or maybe it was just that instinct of 
survival that was keeping her from dwelling 
on it and falling apart. She needed to get as far 
from the city as possible, which—the last she’d 
read online—was now a pile of rubble. Jackie 
had probably been stuck in a traffic jam 
similar to the one she’d left when the bomb- 
like object had fallen. She prayed his death 
had been instantaneous. How could it not 
have been? Jackie was probably just dust in 
the wind now. 

I need to keep going, she told herself 
repeatedly. Stop thinking about it. Just go. 

People around her were moving faster, 
some outright running. But she didn’t have 
that kind of stamina and knew that the 
distance she would have to travel was much 
greater than these people seemed to realize. 
By nightfall, she’d be lucky to have crossed 
half the bridge. Hell, maybe she wouldn’t even 


be on it yet. It could be days before she 
reached the New Jersey Turnpike. And then 
what? 

One step at a time, she told herself. 
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Wendy and Kayla pulled into the Bristol 
Caverns parking lot about forty minutes later, 
the traffic of 81 not being nearly as congested 
as they had feared. Not yet, at least. It would 
probably swell more in the coming hours. 

“The place looks closed,” Kayla said, 
looking toward the shop where tickets would 
be purchased for a tour below. 

“Doesn’t matter,” Wendy told her, 
climbing out of the car. 

Kayla followed suit and looked around. 
There was one other vehicle, off to the side. 
She pointed at it and said, “Maybe an 
employee is still inside.” 

Wendy waved her hand dismissively, 
heading around to the side of the building. 
“Kayla, it doesn’t matter. We don’t need to go 
through that shop to reach the caverns.” 

“You’ve been here before?” 

Wendy nodded, taking them past the 
shop and toward the wooded area further 


back. 

“Won’t there be some kind of barrier to 
keep out freeloaders and the homeless, 
though?” Kayla said, almost whining. She was 
proving to be a poor companion in an 
emergency situation. 

Wendy looked over her shoulder. “It’s 
been a while since I was here,” she said, 
climbing the slight hill. “But all I remember is 
going down some steps into the caves. If 
there’s a locked door, we'll break in 
somehow.” 

“Do you really think this is smart?” 

They found a path into the trees and took 
it. “This was the nearest option I could think 
of,” Wendy said. “If you have any better ideas, 
let’s hear them.” 

Kayla became quiet. 

They soon found the entrance to the 
caverns and, while there was a door, it was 
unlocked and opened. As Wendy began her 
descent, Kayla looked around the surrounding 
woods. Wendy stopped a few feet down the 
stairs and looked back up to see what her 
friend was doing. “You coming?” 

Kayla began down the stairs. “I was just 
looking for the other guy.” 


“What other guy?” 

“That car in the lot. Someone must be 
here somewhere.” 

Wendy looked in the direction of the 
caverns. “Seeing as the door was open, maybe 
they’re below. I doubt we’re the only people to 
think going underground might save us.” 

Kayla nodded. 

They followed the main cavern path some 
distance, Kayla occasionally asking how much 
deeper they should go. 

“T suppose as far as we can and still have 
these lights,” Wendy replied, pointing toward 
one of the many lamps showing their way. 
“Why?” 

“T don’t want to get lost.” 

“As long as we are on the path, we won’t 
get lost,” Wendy assured her. 

A new voice said, “Hopefully not.” 

Wendy and Kayla stopped in their tracks 
and looked around. Sitting snug between two 
cavern columns was a man of maybe twenty- 
three, with short, dark hair. He didn’t bother 
to stand from the overturned bucket he was 
sitting upon; instead, he gave them a small 
wave. 

“Sorry if I scared you,” he apologized. “I 


work here.” 

Kayla began to stammer. “We, uh, just, 
the news, and um...” 

Wendy put a hand on her back to quiet 
her. “We thought going underground would be 
the smartest thing to do, all things 
considered,” she told the employee. “I’m 
Wendy, and this is Kayla.” 

“lm Mark,” the man said, smiling gently. 
“And it would appear that we had the same 
thought. About coming down here, that is.” 

“You didn’t shut the door behind you,” 
Kayla said softly. 

“No, I didn’t. I figured others may come 
by, and I saw no reason to bar them from 
possible safety.” 

Wendy opened her mouth to speak, but 
Kayla cut her off. “Do you really think we’ll be 
safe down here?” 

Mark made a face of mock consideration. 
“It’s hard to say, really. While these caverns 
may protect us from fire or fumes above, they 
could also collapse if a bomb dropped nearby. 
Still...I felt like this was my best option, which 
is why I am here.” 

Wendy nodded in agreement. 

Kayla looked worried, her eyes darting 


about the surrounding cavern walls and 
columns. “Do you spend a lot of time down 
here?” 

Mark laughed. “Well, sure. I give most of 
the tours. But sorry, ’m not really in the 
mindset for one now.” 

Kayla smiled. “I wasn’t going to ask for 
that.” 

“T think I saw that twinkle in your eye,” 
Mark said, grinning. “Don’t deny it, now.” 

Wendy ignored the’ poorly timed 
flirtation, and found an uncomfortable seat 
herself, on the ground and up against a 
smooth rock. 

“How long were you planning to stay 
down here?” Mark asked them. 

Kayla looked at Wendy, who shrugged. 

“T guess until we start starving,” Wendy 
said. “We didn’t stop to buy groceries or 
supplies. I was too worried about the roads 
coming to a halt. I just wanted to get here as 
soon as possible.” 

“Where did you come from?” 

“Abingdon.” 

“Ah, okay.” 

“Did you bring any food down here?” 

“Just the lunch I had packed for the day. 


And sadly...1 ate that about twenty minutes 
ago.” 

“So none of us have food?” Kayla asked. 

“That’s right,” Wendy told her. 

“Well...shit. How long could we last 
down here, then?” 

Mark answered. “Honestly, in a couple 
hours, we may receive some good news.” 

“He’s right,” Wendy said. “By dinner, we 
could be headed home.” 

Kayla scoffed. “You don’t really believe 
that, do you?” 

Wendy looked away from her. 

“Do you?” Kayla asked, turning to Mark. 

He shrugged. “It’s possible.” 

“Do you even know what attacked us?” 

“Of course not.” 

Wendy spoke up from against her rock. 
“Tt was aliens.” 

The others looked at her with a sort of 
pity. 

Wendy didn’t care. “It was, guys. Come 
on. Nobody has the technology to build those 
things we saw in the videos. I’m sorry. It 
sucks. But that’s the truth. I think we would 
have known if North Korea or somebody 
suddenly possessed the power to position 


enormous, floating bombs over our cities.” 

Kayla understood where her friend was 
coming from but was in denial. They’d argued 
about it on the drive over, so this time she 
said nothing. 

Mark, however, told Wendy, “I’m a 
religious man.” 

“So?” she said. 

“So, there are no aliens. God created life 
on Earth, nowhere else.” 

Wendy made a face, shook her head, and 
looked off into the darkness. 

Nobody else spoke for some time. 
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Annalise felt like she’d been walking for hours, 
but the bridge appeared to be just as far as it 
was when she first abandoned her vehicle. 

Others walked the sidewalk with her. It 
was like a march of the damned, everyone 
leaving the city with only the bags that could 
be carried beside them. Leaving behind just 
about everything else they knew and owned, 
and going...where? There was no dead-set 
destination, at least not for Annalise. She was 
just concerned with getting away from 
Manhattan. After that? 


I guess someplace devoid of life, she 
thought. Like Wyoming. She had once read that 
was the lowest populated state in the U.S., and 
a state with low population was surely a state 
hanging low on a targeted attack list. 

A sound caught her attention and the 
attention of others walking along the same 
side of the road. It was coming from the water 
to their right. Annalise stopped and crossed to 
the dividing wall looking over the Atlantic. 
Bubbles were rising from below the surface, as 
far out as she could see. As soon as they 
appeared, they popped, only to be replaced by 
another a moment later. 

Annalise looked to the man that had 
stopped several feet from her. “Is that...is the 
ocean starting to boil?” 

The man looked as concerned as she. “I, 
uh...I think it might be.” 

The frequency in which the bubbles were 
rising and popping continued to increase. 
After a long minute of silent observation, the 
man cautiously held his hand out over the 
water. Annalise watched as a series of bubbles 
exploded a foot beneath his hand, sending 
droplets of water upward that touched his 
skin. He pulled back, hissing. 


“It’s hot?” she asked him. 

The man turned to her and nodded 
solemnly, rubbing his burned hand at his 
torso. 

Annalise swallowed hard. “Fuck.” 
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Samantha and her son may have escaped the 
school, but the roads were hardly moving. The 
problem was their tri-county area housed 
numerous families that worked in Washington 
or over the bridge in Virginia; and as such, 
surviving members were going crazy over 
unanswered phone calls and text messages. 

“What are we going to do, Mom?” 
Andrew asked, his voice shaking slightly. 

Samantha looked out at the highway 
before her. They were still a good twenty- 
minute drive from the Harry Nice Bridge, and 
that would have been’ under _ normal 
circumstances. But nothing about that day had 
come about normally. 

“We just keep inching our way, for now,” 
she told him, trying to make it sound like 
more of a chore than an actual concern. “We’ll 
get to your father, don’t worry. It just may 
take a couple hours.” 


“And if we don’t?” 

Samantha didn’t know how to answer 
that. She had told Andrew everything she 
knew about the attacks, so his mind was 
spinning just as much as hers. If they never 
got to Langley, then where would they be 
going instead? She hadn’t decided. 

“We'll figure something out,” she said, 
her eyes falling over the glove compartment. 
“Just keep checking the news on your phone 
and let me know of any updates.” 

“What if people start looting and 
rioting?” Andrew asked. 

Samantha thought of the Glock that lay 
hidden just inches from her son’s knees. “I'll 
protect you,” she told him firmly. “Don’t you 
worry about that.” 
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In the caverns, Kayla was becoming 
increasingly anxious to move. She couldn’t 
explain why, but she didn’t think they were 
deep enough to be safe. She thought that if 
any collapses occurred, their chances would be 
better being even further within the caves. 
“Sure,” Wendy said, entertaining the idea 
for her friend. “But what about rescuers? The 


farther down we go, the harder we would be 
to find.” 

Mark had fallen asleep a while back and 
was snoring as drool dribbled down the side of 
his mouth. 

Kayla said, “If we get attacked again, and 
the caves start to crumble, I don’t think we’d 
be getting any rescuers any way.” 

“So, this is a matter of preference to 
starvation over crushing?” 

Kayla nodded. “I suppose so.” 

Wendy made a face. “I think I rather be 
crushed.” 

“Really? Why?” 

“Well, maybe it could be instantaneous. 
Look at this place. If any of it falls on your 
head, I think you’d die right then. Starvation, 
however, could take days.” 

Kayla considered that and shrugged. “I 
suppose you’re right. But what if you get, like, 
stuck in a small crevice during the collapse 
instead of being instantly crushed?” 

“Well, then you’d get your preference of 
starvation still, wouldn’t you?” 

Kayla didn’t respond. Instead, she stood 
for the umpteenth time and began to wander 
in circles. “I just hate sitting here, waiting for 


who the fuck knows what.” 

Wendy nodded in agreement. 

Kayla looked over at Mark. “I bet he has 
a flashlight. Maybe even a map of these 
caverns.” 

“So?” 

“So, I want to explore.” 

Wendy was beginning to feel rather 
annoyed by her friend. “For what fucking 
purpose, Kayla?” she demanded. “To just get 
lost down in the darkness? At least here, we 
might get a signal on our phones.” 

Kayla crossed over to Mark and carefully 
searched his person, trying to keep him from 
waking. When she came up empty-handed, she 
said, “Maybe his things are under the bucket.” 

Wendy chose to ignore her. 

Kayla tried to decide if she wanted to 
wake Mark or let him be. She took several 
steps back from him, trying to decide. She put 
her hands on her hips and stepped from one 
direction to the next, going nowhere, 
ultimately making circles. 

Wendy watched her, bored and tempted 
to check her phone again. But she didn’t want 
to waste the battery, and so far, nothing good 
had come from the news since the initial 


attacks. She wondered how many more there 
had been around the world. She had read 
reports of other egg-bombs being spotted over 
other large cities outside of the states. 

As if to give her any indication of what 
was going on above ground, the caverns began 
to shake. Kayla nearly stumbled sideways but 
caught herself. She turned to Wendy, her eyes 
wide with horror. “Something’s happening!” 

Wendy stood from the floor and looked 
around them. Dirt, dust, and rock were falling 
around them. As the quake continued to 
quickly grow, Mark woke and stretched from 
atop his bucket. The girls turned to him. 
“What’s going on?” he asked, rubbing his eyes. 

A stalactite then broke from above and 
fell. Wendy simultaneously grabbed Kayla and 
shouted for Mark to move. Her fingers had just 
managed to cover her friend’s eyes when the 
sharp rock came down on their guide, tearing 
off his head as he leaned forward to stand 
from his bucket. The rock broke _ into 
numerous pieces at impact, sending several 
chunks at the girls and knocking them 
backwards. 

In their falling, Kayla smacked her head 
against the low ceiling behind them, and lost 


consciousness. Wendy, however, fell on top of 
her friend with little injury. As she gathered 
herself—the caverns shaking harder now, 
sending more stalactites to the ground around 
them—she realized Kayla was not responding 
to her screams. 

“Shit!” she cursed, trying to lift Kayla 
miserably. “Open your eyes, damn it! I can’t 
move you!” 

The low ceiling seemed to rattle then, 
directly above Kayla’s fallen form. Wendy 
reacted quickly and dragged her friend away 
just as it caved down at an angle. If she hadn’t 
noticed, Kayla would have been smashed then 
(much like Mark’s head behind them). 

She shook Kayla’s shoulders hard and 
smacked her across the face. “Please! WAKE 
UP!” 

The caverns were coming down around 
them. 

“We’ve got to go! We’ve got to go!” 

Further down the path—off to the side 
where the ceiling was too low to stand, and 
water was present—a light suddenly appeared. 
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Annalise had backed up toward the road, 


where hundreds of vehicles had been left 
abandoned. The ocean was splashing with 
large bubble bursts now, some of which had 
burned other travelers standing too close to 
the barrier wall. 

She was tempted to get back inside a car 
and drive off, but she knew that wasn’t 
possible. The roads were, essentially, fucked 
beyond repair at this point. Nothing was 
moving, and it wasn’t like the boiling ocean 
would suddenly change that. 

What should I do? What should I do? 

Something shot up straight out of the 
water then, high enough that the sun blinded 
her from seeing what it was. The man that had 
burned his hand beside her was still nearby, 
and the two of them exchanged confused 
looks. 

“What was that?” he asked. 

Something crashed down behind them, in 
the road. Annalise swung herself around and 
saw a tall form crouched atop a sedan, its back 
to them. Whatever had landed there wasn’t 
human; it had dark, swirling skin of black and 
blue, no clothing, and stood at an impressive 
height—maybe eight feet or more. 

The creature straightened and turned to 


face them. The man beside Annalise cursed 
loudly and began to run. Annalise, however, 
had frozen in place, terrified by the sight. 
Whatever it was that had launched itself out of 
the water, was now looking directly at her. Its 
body wasn’t all that different from a human’s 
—arms, legs, torso, and head—but the look of 
it was...aquatic. There appeared to be gills 
located on the sides of its neck, and its eyes 
were tiny, oval, and black. Annalise could not 
see any obvious nose, mouth, or ears, though 
its head was large. 

“What...the fuck?” 

Another creature dropped down then, 
this time landing between parked vehicles in 
the road. After a moment, it stood tall, and 
looked in her direction. It was then that 
Annalise realized everyone she’d been walking 
with had left in a hurry. She was the only 
person still hanging around. 

A sudden sound brought her to her knees, 
something internal. It was almost like the 
thoughts in her head, only high-pitched and 
unrecognizable. If these were words she was 
hearing, they weren’t of a language she knew. 
And the intensity with which they had 
sounded was nearly unbearable. 


She fell backwards in surprise and 
slapped her hands over her ears. It didn’t 
make any difference. She closed her eyes in 
pain as the volume increased, scrabbling her 
brain. When she finally fought back, enough 
to open her eyes (despite the chaos going on 
inside her head), she saw that the two 
creatures were towering over her. 

She began to scream as a hand with 
sharp, long fingers reached down to grab her. 
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Samantha and her son were finally within 
sight of the Harry Nice Bridge, which would 
eventually allow them to cross the Potomac 
River into Virginia. As far as Andrew could tell 
—from hanging out the window to get a good 
look for his mother—the toll booths weren’t 
being operated. 

“Are cars still going through?” she asked. 

Andrew returned inside the car and 
nodded. “Yeah, I think so. It’s just that traffic 
is crawling across the bridge.” 

“['m not surprised,” Samantha told him. 
“Why would those workers stick around in a 
time of crisis? Fuck the six dollars to get into 
Virginia.” 


Andrew wasn’t used to hearing his 
mother curse and looked at her with some 
surprise. 

“Don’t start with me,” she warned him. 

Further ahead, below the bridge, the 
Potomac began to bubble. 
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Wendy grabbed Kayla from behind, cupping 
her hands around her friend’s armpits, and 
began to drag her in the direction of the light. 

“Wake up, girl,” she grumbled as the 
caverns continued to shake around them. “I 
can’t keep this up for long. You know that.” 

When they came to the water, Wendy 
checked its depth. It was only a few inches 
deep, not enough to drown Kayla as she 
proceeded to drag her off the path and toward 
the distance light. She didn’t know what it was 
or what had created it, but the blue glow 
represented hope to her. Hope that they may 
yet survive. 

“Damn it, Kayla, WAKE UP!” 

The ground shook hard enough that 
Wendy slipped and fell backward, releasing 
her friend. When Kayla’s head dropped into 
the water, she awoke in a startled state of 


darkness and wetness. “What the hell?” 

Wendy picked herself up and raised Kayla 
out of the water. “There’s a light this way,” 
she said, pointing. “But we’ve got to move. 
This place is coming apart.” 

Kayla looked around them, spotted the 
light, and picked herself up with some 
difficulty. “My head is killing me,” she said, 
groaning. 

“[m sure it is,” Wendy replied, helping 
her friend move through the water. “I think 
you smacked it against the rock when that 
spike came down on Mark.” 

Kayla looked behind them then. “Is he 
dead?!” 

Wendy nodded, urging her friend to 
continue down the shrinking tunnel, their 
bodies now hunched over as the ceiling 
lowered. “Pay attention, will you? I can’t have 
you getting knocked out again.” 

It wasn’t long before they had to get onto 
their hands and knees to crawl. The light 
seemed to be only going further and further 
from them, which didn’t make any sense. 
Kayla pointed this out, and Wendy spat back, 
“T don’t fucking know! Just follow it!” 

After several uncomfortable minutes in a 


tiny tunnel with water up to their chins, they 
finally came out into a new, larger space. 

“Another cave?” Kayla asked. 

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Wendy 
said, standing. Her knees hurt like hell now. 

The light was dead ahead. As _ they 
approached it slowly, Kayla said, “I don’t 
think it’s moving anymore.” 

Wendy didn’t answer her. Instead, she 
looked around them cautiously. The cave was 
dark, aside from the blue glow. She could hear 
and feel the water beneath their feet, but 
nothing else. Even the sound of the shaking 
caverns had vanished. 

She realized then that she had stopped 
moving forward. She turned to the glow and 
saw that Kayla was getting ever closer to it, 
unaware that Wendy had fallen behind. But 
rather than try catching up, Wendy remained 
in place, listening carefully. The sudden 
silence had struck her with a deeply laid 
terror. She tried to call her friend back to her 
but found that she couldn’t move her lips to 
produce the words. She was shaking all over, a 
sense of dread having taken hold. 

Kayla was standing before the light now 
and could see that the blue glow was coming 


from something shaped like a knot in a tree. It 
also appeared to be suspended some six or 
seven feet in the air, high enough that she had 
to reach up to touch it. Her fingers came back 
moist and sticky. As she tried to look down 
upon them, the glowing knot seemed to move 
around in place. 

Wendy tried to call for her friend again, 
but still no words came. 

Kayla took notice of the movement and 
ignored her fingertips. Before she could react, 
something grabbed her by the hips— 
something like fingers, but much sharper. She 
was lifted into the air, screaming, about a foot 
above the glowing knot. She heard the sound 
of something fluttering, and then a crevice 
opened above her. She only saw it due to the 
light contained within, another blue glow. 
Before she could question the mouth, the 
crevice lunged forward and closed around her 
head, severing it at the neck. 

Wendy turned and fled back to the 
tunnel, tossing herself forward into the water 
and scrambling in a prone-like stance as the 
walls and ceiling closed around her. In the 
distance, back in the cave, she heard grotesque 
sounds. Crunching and sloshing sounds. If 


Wendy didn’t know any better, she’d say her 
friend was being eaten by whatever had 
directed them by light. 

It didn’t take long before Wendy realized 
the cause of the silence that had overtaken 
their surroundings; the tunnel had been 
blocked off by the fallen ceiling ahead. She 
had no way back to the initial cavern 
containing Mark’s decapitated form. She had 
only one way she could move now, and that 
was back toward the light. 

Wendy began to scream in the small 
space that would become her tomb. 
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The sound of the Harry Nice Bridge crumbling 
was deafening. Samantha and her son watched 
in horror as cars—no further than a few 
hundred feet ahead of their own—began to 
shake in place. They were currently stopped in 
a toll lane, a booth directly to their left. 

“What’s happening, Mom?” Andrew 
shouted over the noise. 

Samantha watched as the bridge seemed 
to swing from side to side, pieces of it 
breaking off and falling into the water below. 
“Tt’s falling,” she said, her voice defeated. “My 


God...” 

“What do we do?” Andrew cried, shaking 
his mother’s arm to snap her back into reality. 
“We can’t stay here!” 

Samantha nodded and reached over to 
the glove compartment. “You’re right,” she 
said, removing the gun hidden there. Andrew’s 
eyes widened when he saw it. “We’ve got to 
ditch the car.” 

“Ts that Dad’s?” he asked. 

Samantha swung open her car door, 
which slammed into the unoccupied booth. 
“No, it’s mine. Now, get over here!” 

She stood outside her door as her son 
climbed over the center console to get to her 
side. As he began to climb out, she looked 
beyond the booth and at the bridge. Hundreds 
of cars were honking, and hundreds of people 
were screaming. The bridge collapsed then, 
folding in its raised center, and then dragging 
each end of it down a second later. Just like 
that, hundreds (if not more than a thousand) 
people were gone. 

“Holy shit!” Andrew screamed. 

Samantha ignored him. Instead, she 
grabbed his arm and directed him through the 
traffic, back the way they’d come. Most people 


had left their cars at this point, as well, 
providing them with an unusual sight: a wave 
of heads and flailing arms down a highway of 
stopped vehicles. It was like watching an 
infection spread through the bloodstream. 

“Keep up!” she told her son, pulling him 
along roughly. Not far ahead on the left was a 
packed gas station of delivery trucks (eighteen 
wheelers and the like). She directed them in 
its direction, thinking the attached grocery 
mart could be a possible refuge. She was sure 
others would go as well but hoped otherwise. 

They reached it about five minutes later, 
exhausted and bruised from bumping into cars 
and other people. As they headed quickly for 
the mart’s double doors, a gunshot rang out 
from inside. Samantha skidded them to a stop 
and turned her son to go around the building 
instead. They pressed their backs against the 
brick wall and tried catching their breaths. 

“Ts someone shooting at us?” her son 
asked through a wheeze. 

Samantha shook her head. “I don’t think 
so. But someone does have a gun inside.” 

“Yeah, well so do you, Mom.” 

She looked down at the Glock and took a 
deep breath. “Yeah, but ’'m not going to just 


barge into the store and start shooting people 
that stand in our way.” 

“What if someone attacks us?” 

She looked down at her son. “Then you 
close your eyes, because they’ll be losing their 
head.” 

Andrew grinned, despite the horror of 
everything happening around them. “What do 
we do now? We’re not going inside, are we?” 

There was another gunshot from within 
the mart. 

Samantha shook her head yet again. “No, 
I guess we aren’t,” she sighed, looking around. 
She considered stealing an eighteen-wheeler 
and plowing through the parked cars but knew 
that would mean risking people who hadn’t 
yet abandoned them. She doubted many were 
still left, hoping for traffic to move, but 
still...she didn’t want to take such a 
destructive chance. Not yet. 

“Mom!” 

She looked down to see Andrew tugging 
roughly at her arm. “What is it?” 

“Stop zoning out!” he yelled at her. 
“What are we going to do?” 

Samantha licked her lips and looked 
around them, her chest heaving as a panic 


attack threatened to take over. Beyond the gas 
station was the forest, though she didn’t know 
how much of it. She assumed there were 
properties lining the river there, or perhaps 
more factories (like that of the power plant on 
the opposite side of the road, which was now 
sounding its emergency siren). 

Still, she thought it might be the best way 
to go. 

“Follow me.” 
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From within the trees, they stopped for 
another break. Andrew looked back toward 
the road, hearing heightened screams. 
Something else was happening out there, he 
was sure of it. But his mother said nothing and 
took him by the wrist to keep him close to her. 

“What’s going on?” he asked her. “What 
caused the bridge to fall?” 

Samantha had no idea. She hadn’t seen 
any aircraft or explosions. 

“Tt was like an earthquake, wasn’t it?” 

She shrugged. “Maybe.” 

“Call Dad.” 

“The phones are all busy,” she said. “I’ve 
tried calling him plenty already.” 


“When was the last time?” 

Samantha wasn’t sure. She thought about 
it and realized maybe an hour or more had 
passed since her last attempt. But she doubted 
the result would be any different. “Fine,” she 
said, deciding to humor her son. “Ill try 
again.” 

The line didn’t ring; it gave her an 
immediate busy tone. “Sorry,” she said, 
lowering the phone. “I figured as much.” 

“But Dad is CIA,” Andrew’ whined. 
“Doesn’t he have some sort of secret line or 
something?” 

Samantha surprised them both by 
laughing. “Not to my knowledge.” 

“What does the news say?” 

Samantha lifted her phone once more and 
went online. The browser moved incredibly 
slowly, but she was eventually able to load the 
latest update. Careful to hide the screen from 
her son, she read the report silently. When 
she’d finished, she shut off the phone screen 
and looked absently into the trees. 

“What is it?” Andrew asked. 

“T don’t know how to explain it to you,” 
she said simply. 

“Try me.” 


Samantha laughed again. Her son 
sounded like a man now, not a ten-year-old in 
the fifth grade. 

“You like those sci-fi movies, don’t you?” 
she asked. 

He raised an eyebrow. “Yeah ...” 

She turned to him. “There have been 
attacks on the ground,” she said. “By 
unidentifiable creatures.” 

Andrew took a moment to register what 
his mother was saying, and then his eyes 
widened. “Aliens?!” 

His mother shrugged and looked away 
again. She didn’t want her son to realize how 
much hope had just drained from her body. 
She had no idea what they were going to do, 
or if they even had a fighting chance in hell of 
surviving. 

“Are you okay?” Andrew asked 
cautiously. 

I should be strong for him, she told herself. 
At least, give him that until the end. 

In the distance, they heard several 
gunshots in quick succession. Samantha 
stopped leaning against the tree and put a 
hand on Andrew’s shoulder, turning him away 
from the highway. “Let’s get going,” she said. 


“We'll look for a house with a basement or 
something. Find a good place to hide until 
things calm down.” 

As they walked deeper into the woods, 
Andrew looked up at his mother. She seemed 
so different. 

“What if it doesn’t?” he asked after a 
minute of walking. 

“Doesn’t what?” 

“Calm down.” 

Samantha gritted her teeth. She didn’t 
have an answer for him. “We'll figure 
something out,” she told him, rubbing his back 
as they went. “I promise Ill protect you.” 

Something snapped above them, and they 
instinctively looked up into the branches 
above. Several leaves fell, but then there was 
nothing. Samantha stopped walking and stared 
hard into the trees, looking for anything of 
concern. After several moments had passed, 
she decided it had just been a bird or squirrel 
and got them moving once more. 

“What do you think Dad is doing?” 
Andrew asked as they stepped over a log. 

“Probably making plans to fight back,” 
she said, hoping it was true. 

“Would the CIA be called on to do that?” 


She shrugged and said, “I think, under 
these circumstances, everyone is preparing to 
retaliate.” 

Andrew nodded to himself, appearing to 
relax. “Good.” 

Samantha smiled down at him. 

Another rustle of movement above them 
made her stop dead in her tracks. She quickly 
grabbed Andrew by the collar and pulled him 
back at a step to be near her as she scanned 
the branches above. 

“What is it?” he asked. 

“T don’t know,” she replied honestly. 
“Keep quiet, though.” 

Leaves were swaying downward upon 
them. Back the way they’d come, the 
occasional scream and gunshot continued. 
Samantha had read about the creatures, and if 
those stories were true, they had no idea what 
to expect. Whether they actually lived in the 
water or not, they were at least able to go 
onto land for a time. So what was keeping 
them out of the trees? Surely, they could 
climb. 

Samantha tried to blindly remove the 
Glock’s trigger safety as she scanned the trees. 
Andrew remained close, watching her hands 


as she readied the firearm. 

“Mom ...” 

She shushed him. 

There was a crack from the ground 
behind them, and Samantha swirled around 
with her Glock raised. But nothing was there. 
Andrew screamed a_ second later, and 
Samantha turned in time to see something tall 
and naked snatch him up under its arm. She 
raised the gun once more but couldn’t bring 
herself to pull the trigger. She didn’t want to 
risk hitting Andrew. 

Samantha gave chase as the creature ran 
and jumped through the woods, moving much 
faster than she. Samantha followed it as best 
she could, until they were out of the trees in 
the backyard of a property. She spotted the 
creature across the lawn already, Andrew still 
held tightly under its arm, screaming for her 
to help. 

“WAIT!” she screamed nonsensically. 

The creature launched through the air 
and soared through a window with Andrew 
pressed against its chest. It shot through the 
glass like a spear and disappeared inside. 
Samantha ran to the house—beyond exhausted 
—and looked through the broken window. She 


heard Andrew calling her from somewhere 
upstairs. 

Samantha quickly climbed through the 
broken frame and looked around the room. 
She was in a dining space, it appeared. She 
exited to the hallway and spotted the foyer 
ahead. The staircase was there, just opposite 
the front door. She rounded it quickly and 
climbed as a crash sounded ahead. She jumped 
the last couple of steps and turned down the 
hall, calling out Andrew’s name. 

She heard him scream in response from 
the opposite end. It was now or never. She 
couldn’t let the creature jump through another 
window and get away. She hurried down the 
hall with the Glock held tightly before her, 
lowered to her crotch. She quickly looked left 
into a room that appeared empty, and then 
charged into the room opposite. 

There, she saw Andrew unconscious on 
the wooden floor, the ugly creature standing 
over him ready to eat. As it turned on her, 
Samantha froze in shock. The thing was 
daunting in height and muscle, much larger 
than her husband or anyone else she’d ever 
known. Then it opened a mouth she hadn’t 
noticed before, revealing numerous rows of 


gnarled, sharp teeth set before a faint, blue 
glow emitting from its throat. 

The second it reached down to pick up 
her unconscious son, Samantha raised her 
Glock and pulled the trigger. The bullet made 
an impact with the creature’s chest, pushing it 
back slightly, enough so that it let go of 
Andrew’s shirt. It then looked at Samantha 
and began to flex its muscles, spreading out its 
long arms in _ intimidation. The mouth 
appeared again, and a screech sounded from 
within Samantha’s head, bringing her to her 
knees. 

But before the creature could lunge and 
snap its jaws over her, Samantha raised her 
Glock once more and emptied its clip. The 
creature collapsed backward, bleeding a dark 
sludge from its wounds. The sound ringing in 
Samantha’s head stopped abruptly, and she 
was able to stand. Although she was out of 
ammo, she held the firearm up toward the 
fallen monster as she inched forward a foot. 

Once she felt safe enough to assume the 
monster was dead, she dropped down beside 
her son and pulled him up into her arms. The 
emptied Glock remained on the wooden floor 
as she carried Andrew out of the room, away 


from the bleeding creature. As she turned for 
the stairs, her son blinked his eyes slowly, 
trying to look around them. 

“W-what happened?” 

“Sshh, save your strength,” she told him, 
descending to the ground level of the house. 

“Am I alive?” he asked in a drugged-like 
state. 

Samantha was crying inaudibly. A tear 
fell onto his face, but he didn’t take notice. 

“Yes, you're safe now,” she told him, 
awkwardly opening the front door and 
stepping out into the yard. Spotting the 
Potomac ahead of the property, she stopped 
and looked around, trying to decide where 
they should go. 

“You killed it?” Andrew asked weakly. 

She looked down at him and nodded as 
he gained some strength. 

Andrew smiled. “You’re a warrior, Mom.” 

Samantha laughed and shook her head, 
fighting back tears. “Let’s get you away from 
the fucking water.” 


THE HUMAN 
CONDITION 


Chapter 1 : Tits Up 
1 


Aaron was the kind of guy to make plans with 
someone and never show up. He was the kind 
of guy to say he’d stop drinking at two beers, 
but become fall-down drunk within the hour. 
He was the kind of guy to pretend he 
respected your relationship, but then make a 
play on your girl as soon as your back was 
turned. He even had asshole catchphrases, like 
“tits up,” which he often cheered before doing 
something disastrous and stupid. 

Oddly enough, he didn’t think to say it 


before running the red light that resulted in 
him crashing his obnoxious, redneck truck into 
the driver’s side of a family sedan turning 
through the intersection. Had Aaron known 
what stupidity he would bring that day 
following his morning visit to Harry's, maybe 
he would have toasted one of his many drinks 
to those words in premonition. 
Tits up. 


2 


Harry was like Aaron, but not quite as bad. He 
wasn’t much of a functioning alcoholic, and as 
such remained indoors most of the time. This 
made the lives of others better, because he 
wasn’t out in the world wrecking things as 
much. Instead, he lounged around his 
apartment (paid by his disappointed mother) 
drinking day into night, night into day, 
without much memory of who was coming 
and going from his place. 

When their shared friends eventually 
came to Harry after Aaron’s accident, he 
couldn’t even remember the two of them 
drinking the morning in question. His friends 
insisted that Aaron had been over and had a 
few with him, but the last thing Harry 


remembered with Aaron was a party the week 
before. He’d been blacking out more and more 
lately. His memory had gone to shit. 

When Aaron had come knocking that 
morning, Harry had yelled, “Door’s open!” 
unaware of the time or the identity of his 
visitor. Aaron came in, shook his friend’s 
shoulders roughly, and grabbed a seat. Harry 
asked him what was new, Aaron said, “same 
old shit,” and the two got to drinking. They 
may have even smoked a bowl or two for all 
Harry could remember. According to everyone 
else, Aaron had hung out with him for several 
hours before driving off intoxicated. Harry had 
to just take their word for it. 

He didn’t even know what day it was. 


3 


Aaron had been into trouble since puberty 
unleashed havoc in his brain. Rather than 
grow out of it all and mature, he remained 
stagnant. Though his drug experimentation 
lessened as the years passed, his drinking only 
worsened. By the time he was sixteen, Aaron 
had already tried weed, cocaine, and heroine. 
However, his alcohol benders managed to 
keep him from becoming addicted to much of 


anything beyond the drink. 

At eighteen, Aaron was a= fully 
functioning alcoholic who threw back ten to 
twenty beers every day. Unless he went to a 
party or hung out with friends; then that 
number could easily double before the passing 
of midnight. He also smoked on a regular 
basis, both weed and tobacco. The harder 
drugs had taken a step back after his 
experimentation at sixteen and seventeen, but 
he was still doing a fine job of destroying his 
body on the daily. 

He first got laid at thirteen and got a 
taste for it. Before dropping out of high school 
in his junior year some years later, Aaron had 
already been with more than twenty girls from 
his class. Fast forward to twenty-one, and he 
was bar hopping almost every night. This led 
to a huge increase in his numbers, as Aaron 
continuously brought home new women 
throughout the week. STDs were just yet 
another cost of having fun; he didn’t think 
much of them, or the cash in his wallet. He 
had family and friends to steal from, and 
drugs to sell. He managed to keep his pockets 
full enough to pay (pave) his way to 
destruction. 


It was always just a matter of time, 
really. 


4 


George, the driver of the family sedan, was 
completely different from Aaron. He was a 
family man and a Christian man. He very 
rarely drank, and when he did, it was a small 
glass of wine at dinner or a beer during the 
Super Bowl. He had two children—Clare and 
Benjamin—and a sweetheart for a wife named 
Diane. George worked in marketing in an 
office across town, while Diane stayed at 
home with the kids and worked remotely for a 
gaming company. She _ handled their 
memberships from her desktop computer and 
cell phone, while the kids went to school or 
played with friends. They lived comfortably 
and happily. 

There was, however, something George 
had done and hidden long ago and forgotten. 
Or was it that he’d just convinced himself it’d 
never happened in the first place? 


5 


The day he was killed turning onto Fond River 
Drive was like any other, really. George was 


on his way back to the office from his lunch 
break and talking with his supervisor over the 
Bluetooth connection linking his phone to the 
car stereo. Perhaps it had just been distracting 
enough so that he hadn’t seen Aaron in time to 
change course. The ugly truck with its over- 
sized tires struck him going fifty or more, 
tossing his poor little sedan into the ditch with 
ease. Though George didn’t see this part, 
Aaron’s truck then slid sideways just enough 
to tip over and roll repeatedly down the road 
toward the underpass. 

Both of them were dead in a matter of 
minutes. George struck his head and passed 
away in a semi-conscious state of confusion, 
his door pushed into his now-broken rib cage. 
Aaron bled out from a piece of windshield 
folding inward into the cab of his truck. It had 
planted itself at the base of his neck, not that 
he had been sober enough to notice. 

Tits up, man. 


Chapter 2 : The In-Between 
1 


When George opened his eyes, he found 


himself in the grass beside the wreckage of his 
car. He felt a little dazed, but otherwise 
unharmed. He picked himself up slowly and 
took a look around. His recently purchased 
Civic was caved in on the driver’s side, 
completely destroyed. As George circled it 
sadly, something occurred to him. 

“How did I get out?” 

Sure, the windshield was smashed, but he 
hadn’t gone through it. Not only that, but the 
doors were all shut. Had he crawled out of one 
of the broken windows after the accident? He 
supposed that was possible and approached 
the vehicle for a closer look. As he took a knee 
by the passenger side, he saw that someone 
was still inside the Civic. 

No, wait. 

He hadn’t been traveling with anyone 
else, had he? And this person was behind the 
wheel, in his place. 

George hesitated for a long moment 
before reaching out to open the door. But 
when he went to grab the handle, his hand 
passed right through. Startled, he fell 
backward and let out a yelp of surprise. Rather 
than pick himself back up, he stayed there in 
the grass, staring at the person still inside the 


car. They sure looked a lot alike. 
2 


Aaron wasn’t doing much better by his truck. 
He woke up in the road amongst the shattered 
glass and shrapnel, trying to make sense of the 
wreckage surrounding him. He no longer felt 
drunk or intoxicated in the least. In fact, he 
felt..numb? But not in a bad way...it was 
more like he no longer had his nerve endings. 

Was he high? He thought back on the 
day, but all he remembered was drinking with 
Harry. He didn’t recall taking any pills or 
smoking anything, though they usually had 
some weed at least. Maybe Harry had also 
laced his beer. It seemed unlikely, but it 
wouldn’t be the first time for either of them to 
do something like that. 

His truck was upside down and _ its 
windshield splintered in all directions, but the 
body seemed mostly fine. It was scratched up, 
sure, but hardly dented and certainly not 
crushed. In other words, it could be flipped 
back onto its wheels and used again, following 
the replacement of the glass. For that, he was 


happy. 
“Good girl,” he said, picking himself up 


from the littered pavement and _ stretching 
absently. He still couldn’t feel a thing, but he 
was no longer paying the numbness any 
attention. 

As he walked toward the flipped truck, he 
heard the scream of approaching sirens. For 
the first time since opening his eyes, he looked 
around himself and beyond the truck. Traffic 
had backed up around the intersection and 
some people were exiting their cars to come 
help. One tall man ran right past Aaron 
without paying him any mind and leaned 
down beside the truck. Aaron threw open his 
arms and yelled, “Your victim is right here, 
dumbass!” 

The man paid him no mind. He was 
carefully reaching in through the broken 
window, but Aaron couldn’t figure out why. 
Was the guy robbing him? Aaron tended to 
keep his wallet in the cup holder when 
driving. That’s what this asshole must have 
been up to; a quick grab before the cops could 
see. 

“Son of a bitch,” Aaron growled, rushing 
over. When he went to grab the man by the 
shoulder and toss him back, he nearly fell 
forward instead. He tried again, and realized 


his hand was simply passing right through the 
guy. “The fuck?” 

“Sir! Sir, wake up!” 

This was the thief yelling. Aaron took a 
knee beside him to see who he was shaking 
through the broken window. 

Aaron saw himself. 


3 


George figured things out rather quickly. He 
could imagine himself inside the car and 
suddenly be there, and yet his hands glided 
through everything in a ghostly way. The 
transportation was instantaneous, and he tried 
it several times to convince himself that it was 
an actual ability of his. He thought himself in 
and out of the car six times before finally 
giving it a rest. The next thing he did was 
think himself directly between the steering 
wheel and windshield. As he’d suspected, the 
driver looked just like him. Because it was him. 
George was dead. 

An instant later, he was back on the 
grass, facing the opposite direction of the car. 
He didn’t want to look at it, so he stared at the 
onramp connecting to the intersection. Behind 
him, emergency response vehicles were 


pulling up in all directions, making their way 
through the growing traffic that had come to a 
stop for his accidental death. It was noisy, but 
he tuned it out. 

What happens now, he thought. Is this 
purgatory? Or just a temporary holding place 
while my paperwork gets shuffled above? At this, 
he couldn’t help but chuckle. You have to 
have a sense of humor when it comes to 
disaster. Otherwise, the crushing weight of 
reality can overwhelm you, and he didn’t want 
that to happen. Death was serious, even if 
there was an afterlife. 

And this can’t be it, he told himself. I 
should be in Heaven. So why am I here instead? 
Am I supposed to do something first? 

That got him thinking. About movies, 
about books. 

I must have unfinished business, he 
decided. 


4 


Aaron wasn’t getting the picture as easily as 
George. Even after seeing his carved neck and 
lifeless body behind the wheel of his 
overturned truck, Aaron was still trying to get 
the attention of the people surrounding the 


accident. He was yelling and waving his arms 
at them. Multiple times he tried to tackle the 
police and paramedics, only to fall flat on his 
face. Still no pain, though. 

“What the hell is wrong with you 
people?” he screamed angrily. “Look at me!” 

Another person walked through him. 

“God damn it!” he cursed, spinning away 
from the crash and heading down the road. As 
he got to the other end of the intersection, 
something happened inside him; it suddenly 
felt like his chest was being crushed. He 
stumbled and grunted but continued forward. 
Every step, it got worse and worse until he 
finally collapsed onto his knees. The pain was 
so bad that he couldn’t speak. How had he 
gone from numbness to this? 

Maybe it’s the shock of the accident wearing 
off, he thought, closing his eyes tightly to fight 
back his tears. Only there weren’t any. He felt 
like crying, but nothing came. 

Aaron looked over his shoulder toward 
the accident and wondered if the paramedics 
were doing something to his body back there. 
Maybe that was why he was feeling this pain 
in his chest. All of this was just some sort of 
out-of-body experience because of his injuries. 


It had to be. So Aaron turned himself around 
painfully and began to crawl back toward the 
truck. As he got about midway through the 
intersection, the pain lessened enough for him 
to stand once more. By the time he was within 
twenty feet of the truck, it was gone 
completely. 

His other body was still inside the truck. 
A cluster of firefighters were now approaching 
the driver’s side with a special kind of buzz 
saw that looked heavy and awkward. Aaron 
thought of that Final Destination movie in 
which the girl got stuck in her truck and the 
door wouldn’t open. Maybe this tool was 
meant to cut his body free from the truck? He 
wasn’t sure, nor did he care. What he took 
away from this observation was that no one 
was currently working on his chest. 

He looked back toward the opposite end 
of the intersection and wondered what had 
caused the crushing pain then. 


5 


George had felt it, too. 

About the time Aaron was yelling at the 
responding officers and paramedics, George 
had been examining every angle of his vehicle 


in search of a clue. He thought, Maybe 
something I was carrying could tell me what I 
need to do to get lifted. However, he doubted it 
had anything to do with his job. Still, he 
looked through his papers and things (as best 
he could, considering he couldn’t touch them) 
in hopes of coming across anything that might 
spark a match. 

The moment Aaron began away from the 
accident and through the intersection, George 
felt a twinge in his back. He exited the vehicle 
by thought and contemplated the feeling in his 
spine. It was as if there was a string coming 
out from him and pulling taunt. So he turned 
around and saw Aaron storming away. He 
didn’t recognize the man but did find the sight 
odd. Before he could think much beyond that, 
George began to experience a pain in his 
chest. The same moment he collapsed to his 
hands and knees was the same moment Aaron 
did as well. George saw the connection and 
figured God had sent him his answer: this man 
was his unfinished business, whoever he was. 

“Come back,” he gasped, the pain 
becoming unbearable. 

As if he’d heard George, the man at the 
far end of the intersection began to crawl his 


way back around. As he closed some of the 
distance between them, George felt the pain 
decrease. Now there was no doubt in his mind 
that this man was connected to him in some 
way. Maybe he was even the reason George 
was here in this in-between world. Maybe this 
man was even the driver that had hit him on 
the road. 

By the time the man had returned to 
George’s side of the intersection, the pain in 
both their chests had cleared. George was back 
on his feet and watching Aaron with interest, 
trying to decide what he should do next. If this 
man was his accidental killer, then was he also 
dead? Could they interact with one another? 
George thought there was only one way to 
find out and left his Civic behind. 
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Aaron watched the firefighters contemplate 
the saw and the door of his truck. What were 
they waiting for? An invitation? 

Annoyed, he looked away. Traffic was 
now being redirected by several cops in the 
road, merging the lanes into one that was 
going partly into the roadside to move around 
the scene. Still, no one could see him. He was 


starting to believe he might be dead. But that 
pain he’d felt walking away kept him guessing. 
If he actually was dead, then why had he 
suddenly felt that crushing sensation? He 
should have just remained numb, right? 

It didn’t make sense to him. Maybe he 
was only half dead. That was a thing, wasn’t 
it? Like a coma? Maybe that explained it all. 
He hadn’t quite died yet and was still fighting 
in the real world. This...this was just the out- 
of-body world coma patients visited. And by 
the time the doctors got him awake again, 
he’d forget all about this place and what he 
saw. 

Aaron nodded as he tried to convince 
himself of this. Yes, there was still hope. He 
wasn’t dead. At least, not yet. He could still 
pull through. 

“Can you see me?” 

Aaron turned to a man wearing a suite 
beside him. Aaron was sure he hadn’t been 
there a second ago. “Are you...talking to me?” 

The man nodded. “So, you can see me.” 

Aaron turned to face the man fully. “And 
you see me?” 

“Yes.” 

Aaron slowly lifted his hand and dropped 


it down onto the man’s shoulder. It didn’t pass 
through him. He could actually feel the man in 
his grip. Quietly, he said, “Who the fuck are 
you?” 


Chapter 3 : Getting Started 
1 


“You were the driver in the truck, weren’t 
you?” George asked, ignoring Aaron’s 
question. 

“What?” 

“The guy who hit me. The guy who ran 
the red light, speeding.” 

Aaron looked away, feeling something he 
couldn’t quite explain. Was it sadness? Regret? 
Embarrassment? Perhaps it was all three. 

“My name is George. And you got us 
killed.” 

Aaron looked back at him. He could hear 
it in George’s voice that he was angry. 

“T don’t remember.” 

George’s eyes narrowed. “Why can’t you 
remember? Were you drunk?” 

Aaron nodded slowly. “Probably.” 

George pointed. “Is that your truck or 


not?” 

Aaron didn’t need to follow George’s 
finger to respond. “Yeah.” 

George turned away and walked toward 
the police by the truck. Aaron’s body had been 
removed and his wallet was being checked. As 
the police spoke to one another in hushed 
voices, George leaned in for a look. Once he’d 
seen what he wanted to see, he returned to 
Aaron. 

“Youre still a kid,” he said on approach. 

Aaron snapped out of his daze. “Huh?” 

“Youre still a kid,” George repeated. 
“Youre twenty-three?” 

Was he? Aaron couldn’t remember at that 
moment. “I guess,” he said. 

George studied him for a moment. “Are 
you a burnout or something?” 

“Not really.” 

George laughed. “This is great.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, Aaron, you got us killed,” he said 
angrily. “Because you were either high or 
drunk, or both, and I’ve got a wife and two 
kids at home that will not see their father 
again until they, too, have passed on. That is 
what is great!” 


“You’re being sarcastic,” Aaron said 
slowly. 

“Jesus, aren’t you a smart one,” George 
growled, turning away. He then looked up at 
the sky and apologized quietly. 

Aaron didn’t understand why George did 
that, but kept his mouth shut. He was feeling 
tired of the situation. Bored. He wanted to get 
away from this businessman and head home. 
He looked off in the direction of where he’d 
collapsed a few minutes ago and considered 
trying to leave again. Then something 
occurred to him. 

“Hey, if we can see each other, do you 
think we can see other dead people also?” 

George gave him a look and then 
shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.” 

“How come?” 

George spread his arms before them. 
“Aside from you, I only see the living. If we 
could see other dead people, I would imagine 
we'd be pushing through a crowd of them. 
Besides, we should be in Heaven or Hell. I 
don’t know what we’re still doing down here, 
but I think you’re the reason.” 

Aaron screwed up his face in response. 
“Me? Why would I be the reason?” 


George asked, “Haven’t you ever seen one 
of those movies where a person dies, and he 
can’t get into Heaven until he does something 
that puts his soul at ease?” 

“T suppose.” 

“Well, I think that’s the reason we’re both 
still here. We have unfinished business,” 
George said. “And as for being able to interact 
with one another...I think that may mean our 
business is connected in some way. Or God 
wants us to help each other somehow. I don’t 
know.” 

Aaron considered this and then cursed. 
“Man, I don’t want to have to follow you 
around places.” 

George smirked. “You think I want to 
spend time around the man who got me 
killed? Absolutely not. But if God wants us to 
work together for some reason, then that’s 
what we’re going to do.” 

This time it was Aaron who laughed. “Oh, 
and you’re going to make me, huh?” He took a 
step closer to George and towered over him. 

George realized their height (and age) 
difference and shrank back momentarily. But 
then he reminded himself he was dead and 
straightened. “If I have to,” he said. 


Aaron shook his head, amused. “You’re 
something else. I’m out of here.” As he turned 
to go, George grabbed him by the arm. 

“You can’t.” 

Aaron looked back at him. “Why the hell 
not? Man, let me go before I fuck you up.” 

“Like I said, I think we’re connected,” 
George told him. “And if you leave, something 
may happen to us.” 

Aaron made a sound of derision and 
shook off George’s grip. As he walked away, 
he could feel the man’s eyes on his back. 
“Tgnore him,” he told himself, turning toward 
the on-ramp. As he began up its incline, 
tightness in his chest returned. At first, he was 
able to move past it. But soon enough, the 
sensation of being crushed from the inside 
returned to him. He stumbled and fell, cursing. 
Looking over his shoulder, he was able to see 
that George had also fallen. Was the man 
right? Were they connected? 

“Son of a bitch ...” 


2 


As long as they stayed somewhere near one 
another, there was no pain between them. 
George had been right; something was keeping 


them together against their wishes. Once 
Aaron returned from the on ramp, the two of 
them left the accident together. For a while, 
neither spoke. The understanding was that 
neither of them was happy, and they wanted 
peace to think about the situation. However, 
they also needed to stick together, which was 
uncomfortable to say the least. 

About the time they had reached the next 
exit, Aaron did something unexpected: he ran 
out in front of traffic with his arms spread 
wide. George flinched, despite knowing 
nothing would happen. The cars passed right 
through Aaron, who began to scream and 
curse in the middle of the road. Once he’d 
gotten it out of his system, he returned to the 
roadside where George was waiting patiently. 

“Don’t say a word,” Aaron told him, 
walking briskly ahead of George. He insisted 
on keeping at least a little distance between 
them. 

When they reached the mall parking lot 
ten minutes later, George finally asked the 
question he’d been holding in since they left 
their vehicles. “Where are we going?” 

Aaron spoke over his shoulder. “I want to 
catch a movie.” 


George stopped in his tracks. “You’re 
kidding.” 

Aaron turned around and began walking 
backwards toward the mall. “I like this 
theater.” 

“You just died. We’re stuck together until 
we figure this out. And you want seeing a 
movie to be the first thing we do?” 

“lm not used to having a clear head,” 
Aaron said. “It’s strange. But a movie might be 
able to cloud me over enough that I find some 
sort of ease.” 

“Ease?” George asked, catching up. 

“Yeah, like...’m usually drunk. And 
things just come on their own. But sober...I 
have to think. I have to grasp at straws in my 
head. I haven’t done that in a while, and I 
don’t like having to.” 

George supposed he knew what the boy 
was getting at and felt sorry for him. Rather 
than respond, he simply nodded and 
continued to follow Aaron toward the theater 
entrance of the mall. It was maybe a minute or 
two further on foot, not that George thought 
time was much of an issue anymore. Then 
again, he wondered...What if it was? What if 
they had a deadline to meet? He shuddered at 


the consideration. 

Aaron must have noticed, because he 
asked, “What’s with you?” 

“Just worried.” 

“About what?” 

“Well...we don’t know how any of this 
works.” 

“Okay.” 

“So...what if we're supposed _ to 
do...whatever it is we’re supposed to do...by, 
let’s say, tomorrow afternoon? Like, a twenty- 
four block of time sort of deal.” 

Aaron chewed on his upper lip. “You 
think we'll just deteriorate or something as the 
hours pass?” 

“T don’t know. I don’t think God would 
keep us here to ask questions, and then simply 
vanish if we don’t figure out the answers quick 
enough,” George said, taking a deep breath 
and slowly letting it out. “However, who am I 
to assume what He would or would not do?” 

Aaron shook his head and laughed. “Man, 
I don’t think God has anything to do with 
this.” 

“Why would you say that?” 

Aaron threw his hands up dramatically. 

“And what does that mean?” George 


asked. 

“Tt means, look around you. We’re dead. 
But everyone else we see is alive. This is 
like...Hell, or something. And that’s the Devil’s 
territory, isn’t it?” 

George shook his head and said, “I don’t 
think this could be considered Hell. Maybe a 
little bit of a temptress. But not bad enough to 
be Hell.” 

“So, purgatory then.” 

“T have considered that possibility.” 

“Does God handle purgatory?” 

George looked toward the sky. They were 
close to the mall entrance now. “The belief in 
purgatory actually contradicts Scripture.” 

Aaron went for the door, forgetting for a 
moment that he could simply walk through it. 
As soon as he realized his mistake, he cursed 
and punched his way into the mall. “If you’re 
such a churchman, then why are you 
considering it?” he asked, wiping 
nonsensically at his face. 

George was still about two paces behind 
him. As he stepped inside the mall, he noticed 
the lack of temperature change. Because there 
was none. He neither felt hot nor cold. 

“The Bible is flawed like anything else. 


Words getting passed down from person to 
person. Things being lost in translation...the 
existence of purgatory doesn’t strike me as all 
that odd, honestly. You can believe in God, 
follow him, and still question things you read 
and are told. Have doubts.” 

Aaron chuckled. “You sound a little 
defensive there.” 

They turned toward the theater down the 
large hall on the right. The mall was pretty 
quiet, being early afternoon on a workday. 

“Man isn’t perfect by any means,” George 
said. “Like anything else, we are flawed.” 

Aaron grinned but didn’t say anything 
else until they were standing before the 
marquee of movies. He looked down the list as 
George examined their surroundings with little 
interest. “I’m thinking action. What about 
you?” 

George shrugged. “No preference.” 

“The Halloween remake is about to start.” 

George made a face of disgust. “I don’t 
like all that gruesome killing stuff.” 

“What about Venom?” 

“What’s that?” 

“He’s from comics. Anti-hero sort of 
deal.” 


“What’s it rated?” 

Aaron almost laughed. “Seriously?” 

“Yes.” 

“PG-13” 

“T guess we can give it a shot.” 

As they turned for the ticket collector, 
Aaron asked, “You don’t like superhero 
movies?” 

“T didn’t say that.” 

“So, you do like them.” 

“For the most part,” George said. “Some 
of them are pretty bad. Some of them are too 
long. But others are pretty fun.” 

“Which one is your favorite?” 

George gave him a look over. “I wouldn’t 
have expected this nerdy side from you.” 

“Shut the fuck up.” 

George smiled as they stepped through 
the door to Venom. The trailers were already 
playing loudly. 

“IT guess we don’t need to whisper,” 
George said over the noise. 

Aaron suddenly looked delighted. “That’s 
right! Fuck yeah!” 

George sighed and shook his head. 
“Well...where do we sit?” 

Aaron’s joy vanished as quickly as it had 


come. “Ah, shit.” 

“T suppose we stand,” George said. “It’s 
not like we tire. Not unless we separate.” 

Aaron lifted both his knees as if to test his 
joints. “I guess you’re right. It just feels 
so...weird to stand during a movie.” 

“Well, there’s always the floor.” 

Aaron looked down at his feet, 
considered the option, and then let himself 
drop down onto his bottom. “I can’t see over 
these assholes in front of me.” 

George pointed. “The center of the 
theater. The walking aisle. No one will be in 
front of us.” 

As Aaron went to pick himself up, he saw 
George vanish and simultaneously reappear 
seated in the center aisle. He cursed loudly— 
not that anyone else could hear him, other 
than George—and hurried over. “How the fuck 
did you do that?” 

George smacked the free space beside 
him. “Sit down, will you?” 

Aaron obeyed. 

George looked at him and said, “I figured 
it out shortly after we died.” 

“How?” 

“T just tried it, and it worked.” 


“Tried it? By doing what?” 

“T thought it. I wanted myself there, so I 
thought myself there.” 

Aaron looked ahead of them and closed 
his eyes, concentrating. 

“T don’t think that’s necessary,” George 
said. 

Aaron glared at him for a moment, and 
then looked forward again. In a flash, he was 
no longer beside George on the floor, but 
standing in front of the movie screen. The 
transportation surprised him enough so that 
he then fell backwards and down into the 
empty seats of the front row. George tried not 
to laugh as he waited for Aaron to sheepishly 
return to the center aisle. 

“There you go,” he said once Aaron had 
sat back down beside him. 

“How far can we go?” Aaron asked. 

George didn’t know and said as much. 

“We should test this further after the 
movie.” 

George shrugged, not minding. He was 
curious himself if they could simply think 
themselves anywhere around the world, or if 
they were restricted to places within sight. 

Aaron elbowed him in the side suddenly. 


“Dude, shut up, will ya? The movie is 
starting.” 

“Huh? I didn’t say anything.” 

Aaron rolled his eyes. “I know...I was just 
fucking around.” He pointed at the screen. 
“Just watch the movie, old man.” 

George turned his attention to the screen 
and thought, I’m not old. I’m only forty-one. 

Then he corrected himself, dipping his 
head to the side subconsciously. 

I was only forty-one. 
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When they came out of the movie, Aiden was 
grumpy. “Good movie. However, I hate not 
being tired.” 

George asked, “What do you mean?” 

“I mean, I don’t feel awake or tired. I 
feel...nonexistent. I don’t like it.” 

“It is pretty odd spending two hours in a 
dark room and not wanting to nap as a result.” 

“Exactly,” Aaron said. “Normally, I would 
have fallen asleep in there. Or it would be on 
the top of my to-do list now.” 

“Is your head at least better now?” 

“Huh?” 

“You said you needed to see a movie to 


get your head right. To be able to think about 
all this.” 

“Oh.” Aaron shrugged. “I guess.” 

“Well, if we have unfinished business, 
let’s get to it. I rather not hang out between 
worlds.” 

“T don’t see why you’re so rushed,” Aaron 
said. “I’m honestly thinking this may not be 
such a bad thing. Once I adjust to the 
soberness and what not, that is.” 

George thought maybe he should listen to 
Aaron closely, in case he said something that 
may give him an idea. Anything that could 
point them in the right direction. So he asked, 
“Why is that?” 

“Why don’t I hate this?” 

“Sure. Hate isn’t the word I was thinking, 
but yeah. Why are you feeling so positive 
about being dead?” 

Aaron led them out of the theater and 
down the hall. “Think about it. Free movies. 
Free entertainment, in general. I could walk 
through someone’s house tonight and watch 
them fuck. Now, that would be a show.” He 
grinned and looked down at his feet, thinking 
about it. “I’ve always wanted to be invisible 
and walk into people’s lives and observe. It 


always seemed like a fun thing I could never 
do. But now I can.” 

George wasn’t sure he understood the 
appeal of being a peeper. 

“Not only that, but I also don’t have any 
kind of bills to worry about now. I don’t have 
to keep peddling drugs or deal with assholes 
to get by.” 

“You know, Heaven would be better.” 

Aaron shrugged. “Youw’re probably right. 
But if such a place even exists, I doubt I'd 
make it in.” 

George shook his head sadly. “We’re 
redeemable. We’re loved despite our sins. Love 
the Father, love yourself, and love others. 
Repent, and you will be worthy of Heaven.” 

Aaron laughed in an exaggerated volume. 
“Sorry, man. I don’t think I believe in all that.” 

“Well, tell me about some of the bad 
things you’ve done,” George pushed. “And 
maybe we can figure out what needs to be 
fixed.” 

“Fixed?” Aaron stopped walking. “How 
are we expected to fix anything? No one can 
see us. We can’t touch anything.” 

George wasn’t sure, and it showed on his 
face. 


Aaron pointed at him. “Exactly.” 

George said, “I just know we need to try 
something. I don’t believe we are meant to be 
stuck like this forever. Dead together among 
the living.” 

“Sometimes, you sound a bit poetic,” 
Aaron said, moving again. 

“Where are you leading us?” George 
asked. 

“Couldn’t tell you. I’m just walking.” 

“Well, then, why don’t we actually go 
someplace that may have answers?” 

Aaron looked back at him, his hands 
buried deep within his pockets. “Like where?” 


Chapter 4 : Jumping 
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George looked across the parking lot and 
noted the wind whipping through the trees, 
but not his clothes. He was completely 
untouched. 

“Should we try it?” Aaron asked him. 

George knew what he meant. “I’m 
concerned it won’t work since only I know the 
place. How will you get there?” 

Aaron groaned. “I probably have to hold 


onto you or something.” 

“Well, then let’s try this, a_ shorter 
distance first. Something right here. Test it 
out.” George held out his hand. 

Aaron slapped it away. “I’m not holding 
your hand, man. I’ll just squeeze your shoulder 
or something.” 

The two men stood beside one another, 
Aaron taller by several inches. George looked 
at him, waiting. Aaron sighed and put his 
hand around George’s upper arm. “So who 
thinks it?” he asked. 

George said, “I'll do it, since [Il be the 
one taking us to the church.” 

“Go ahead then.” 

George picked a spot in the parking lot of 
McDonald’s ahead of them and _ thought 
himself there. Instantly, the drive-thru was 
before them, cars waiting in line as the dinner 
rush was currently in full swing. Still standing 
with George was Aaron, looking sickly. 

“You okay?” George asked. 

Aaron let go of George’s arm and 
swallowed hard. “Oh fuck, I feel like I’m going 
to pass out.” 

“Really?” 

Aaron glared at him. “What would be the 


point in lying about that?” 

“Sorry.” 

“T wonder if you'll feel like this if I’m the 
one thinking us places,” Aaron said, taking 
several deep breaths. 

“IT would imagine so,” George replied. 
“But it may get worse on the next jump.” 

Aaron looked at him with some venom. 
“Why?” 

“We'll be going some six or seven miles. 
Not a few hundred yards.” 

“Shit.” 
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George was right. It was worse. 

When they arrived outside his church, 
Aaron immediately collapsed to the ground, 
shivering and pale. 

“Your color changed,” George told him. 

Aaron didn’t get up. “That’s swell.” 

“No, it’s odd.” 

“What about this isn’t odd?” Aaron spat. 

George looked up at the church. “I 
understand what you mean.” 

“Gee, that makes it all better.” 
Unsteadily, Aaron picked himself up. When 
George tried to help, he swatted him away. “I 


got this. I got this.” 

“Is your strength coming back now?” 
George asked. 

“Slowly. I feel like I’m refilling or some 
shit.” 

“Your color is returning. At least these 
effects are temporary.” 

Aaron didn’t respond. He just looked 
around them. The lot was large; the building, 
the parking sectionals, the surrounding yard. 
He whistled at the sight. 

“It’s a nice place,” George told him. 

“They’ve got some money here,” Aaron 
said. 

“A big congregation can afford more.” 

“How many of you are there?” 

George said, “A few thousand. But only 
about two or three hundred come per service 
on a regular Sunday. It’s the holidays that can 
get really crazy.” 

Aaron began toward the entrance, or at 
least one of them. Once again, George was a 
couple of paces behind, despite this being his 
trip. 

As they walked through the walls and 
into the welcome center, Aaron said, “What 
now, churchman?” 


George pointed to their left. “Down that 
way is the nave.” 

“The what?” 

“Where we sit for service.” 

George finally took the lead, and Aaron 
followed slowly behind. As they walked, he 
looked around, taking it all in. He hadn’t been 
in church since he was a kid, when his 
grandmother died. He offered this information 
to George without much thought, and then 
stopped at a stationed tablet along the wall. 
“What is this for?” he asked. 

“For giving to the church,” George 
explained. “You can donate that way or 
physically with a check or cash.” 

“Fancy,” Aaron snorted. 

“Has it really been that long since you 
were last in a church?” George asked, wanting 
to circle back. 

“Hmm? Oh...yeah. Pretty sure.” 

“For your grandmother’s funeral, you 
said?” 

“Yup.” 

“Were you two close?” 

“T suppose. We lived with her.” 

“Who is we?” 

“My mom and I.” 


“What about your dad?” 

“Don’t have one.” 

George opened his mouth to ask more, 
but then decided against it. Instead, he turned 
back toward the double doors leading to the 
nave. “Let’s continue,” he said, moving once 
more. 

The nave was large, well seated, and 
included a second level for overflow. Without 
thinking, Aaron went to take a seat and fell 
through the chair. “Damn it,” he growled, 
picking himself back up. “I wonder how long 
P’ll be doing that.” 

George continued toward the stage where 
the band played, and the minister preached. 
Once there, he stopped and stood in place, 
taking in the large cross hanging from the 
back wall. Aaron came up behind him a 
minute later and said, “What are you doing?” 

George shrugged. “Thinking.” 

“About what?” 

“Anything and everything, I guess. Just 
hoping to make a connection somewhere.” 

“Having any luck?” 

George wasn’t sure—something was 
tickling in his brain, but he couldn’t pinpoint 
what—so he told the boy, “Nah.” 


“Well, what are we here for exactly?” 

“To pray.” George got down on his knees, 
clasped his hands between his thighs, and 
lowered his head. 

Aaron watched this with some 
awkwardness. “Um...how much time do you 
need?” 

“Why don’t you give it a shot?” George 
asked, keeping his head down and his eyes 
closed. 

Aaron exhaled dramatically, paced 
around for a moment, and then finally sat 
down with his legs crossed before him. He 
then looked up at the large cross and chewed 
on the inside of his mouth. 

What do I say, he thought. Hey, how’s it 
goin’? Long time, no talk. Why the fuck am I 
stuck down here with this old dude? 

After several minutes, Aaron reached out 
to pat George on the shoulder. 

“Yeah?” 

Aaron said, “I don’t know how to pray, 
man.” 

“Just speak what’s on your mind and in 
your heart.” 

“Right now, it’s just a lot of questions.” 

“Then tell Him that.” 


“And then what?” 

“Hopefully, you'll catch his response.” 

“Huh?” 

George looked back at Aaron patiently. 
“His answers aren’t usually obvious. It takes 
faith to see them. Rarely do they just knock 
you over the head.” 

Aaron screwed his face. “Man, this feels 
like school or somethin’.” 

George smiled, his head bowed once 
more. “I can understand that feeling.” 

“Well, at least I’m not alone,” Aaron said. 

“Of course not. The world is made up of 
people who think and feel the same way as 
you. You’re never alone. And when people fail 
you, guess what.” 

“What?” 

George gestured to the cross. “You still 
have Him there.” 

Aaron chuckled under his breath. “What 
if I don’t believe in all that?” 

“You think you’re the only one who 
struggles with faith? Even your ministers have 
their periods of doubts.” 

“IT don’t know if I’ve ever believed, 
though.” 

George smiled and turned himself around 


to face Aaron. Like him, he now crossed his 
legs before him, getting comfortable. “Let me 
tell you a story,” he said. 

Aaron rolled his eyes. “Ah, shit.” 

George held up a hand. “Hear me out, 
please.” 

“Go on.” 

“At your age, I wasn’t talking to God. Nor 
had I in many years. In fact, more than once, I 
convinced myself that all of this was fake. It 
was...just something people told themselves to 
put faith in so that they didn’t feel so alone, so 
that they didn’t fear death so much.” George 
was looking down at his hands as he spoke, 
his fingers fiddling with one another. “I lived 
my life ignoring Him for a long time. I wasn’t 
a bad guy—at least, I don’t think so—but I did 
bad things. We all do, and I still do. You don’t 
grow out of it or pray out of it. It’s part of us. 
We are born with sin. If you want to sound 
negative, you could say it’s the human 
condition. We’re just born with something 
wrong in our chemistry. Only, that’s not right. 
Our chemistry isn’t the problem. It’s just that 
sin justifies life. Without sin, there’s no need 
for forgiveness. Without forgiveness, there’s 
hardly love. And without either, there’s no 


Jesus. There’s no reason. In other words, we 
exist because of sin. And God is the answer to 
overcome what we can and be better for it. Sin 
and God kind of go hand in hand.” 

“That’s...confusing,” Aaron said. 

George smiled and shrugged. “It is. It 
even sounds bad. If God is great, why is there 
sin at all? But again, one doesn’t exist without 
the other. Good and evil. The power struggle. 
That’s why there’s life.” 

“Tm not sure that’s the sort of thing they 
preach in church.” 

“lm not a minister,” George said. “So 
maybe I’m not explaining it quite right. But 
these words make sense to me, and I guess ’m 
just giving it to you as I feel it. Others may not 
describe it the way I do, and that’s okay. 
Everybody has their own take on things. 
Everybody sees things a little differently, at 
the least. Diversity is part of life also.” 

“But...Why does there have to be good 
and evil? Why can’t there only be good?” 

George laughed a little. “I don’t know.” 

Aaron felt cheated. “Seriously?” 

“Seriously,” George nodded. “I’m not a 
wealth of knowledge, and I don’t believe 
anyone on earth knows the absolute truth of 


our existence. But I sure hope we’ll learn it 
once we get to Heaven.” 

“If we get to Heaven,” Aaron said, 
looking around. “If there even is Heaven.” 

George simply nodded, knowing where 
the boy was coming from; he’d been there 
hundreds of times in his life. 

“So...what were you like before you, I 
don’t know, changed?” Aaron asked. 

“Well...I haven’t thought much about it in 
a very long time, to be honest,” George said. 
“Because I don’t like to.” 

“Man, you’re the one saying we have 
some connection we’ve got to find,” Aaron 
reminded him. “So spill it. If we’ve got to talk 
to get to know shit, then talk.” 

George knew he was right. “Okay, well...1 
had a lot of fun as a teenager, I guess. I went 
to a lot of parties, drank too much, slept with 
a handful of girls...” He thought about his 
biggest secret but held it back. There was 
something there that made him think it would 
come up later, but for now he wasn’t ready to 
face it. 

“So?” 

“So, I guess I was an average teenager. I 
got into trouble here and there. Did things I’m 


not proud of.” 

“That’s it? That’s all you’re going to tell 
me.” 

George gave it some thought. “For now, I 
guess.” 

Aaron stood himself up. “Well, let’s go 
then.” 

“Where to?” 

George began walking away from the 
stage. “My house.” 
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Like Aaron before, George felt sick after 
making the jump. It left him feeling drained, 
nauseous, and lightheaded. He collapsed to 
the ground when they arrived but was able to 
clear his head within seconds. 

When George looked up to see where 
they’d gone, he saw an average and plain 
looking apartment complex. “Is this your place 
then?” he asked. 

“Yeah. 7B.” 

“When you said you were taking me to 
your house, I thought you meant where you 
grew up. Or wherever your mom lives.” 

“Maybe later,” Aaron said, heading 
toward the entrance. 


George stood himself up unsteadily, took 
a moment to make sure he was good, and then 
caught up. “Was it just you, or did you have a 
roommate?” he asked. 

“T lived with a friend of mine. Cody.” 

They walked through the entrance and 
went upstairs to the second floor. Outside of 
7B, Aaron stopped and took a deep breath. 
George could tell Aaron was trying to hide his 
nervousness and said nothing as he waited for 
them to continue. 

“I wonder if he’s home,” Aaron said, 
mostly to himself. 

“Did Cody work?” 

“Yeah. A little of this, a little of that.” 

George didn’t press for details. 

Aaron stepped through the door and 
George followed. They arrived in the kitchen, 
which was open to the living room. The 
counters were a mess of napkins, Taco Bell 
sauce packets, used cups, and mail. The living 
room consisted of a coffee table (covered in 
magazines, ashtrays, and beer bottles), two 
recliners, and a 60” flat screen. Despite the 
mess of the coffee table and counters, the 
place was otherwise in a decent shape. George 
walked over to the TV where there were piles 


of movies scattered about, and began reading 
through the titles there. 

“It’s quiet,” Aaron said, still standing in 
the kitchen. “I don’t think he’s here.” 

George scanned the magazines spread 
across the coffee table, seeing Playboy, GQ, 
Thrasher, and Entertainment Weekly. “What did 
you like to do for fun?” he asked, picking up a 
copy of Thrasher. “Were you a skater?” 

Aaron finally moved into the living room, 
but slowly. It was as if the place was haunted 
to him now. “Yeah, I used to. When I was in 
school. Not so much anymore.” 

“So what were you doing before the 
crash?” 

Aaron shrugged. He looked distant, and 
perhaps sad. “Nothing much. Just drank and 
smoked with friends. Drove around. Went out 
with people.” 

“No hobbies?” 

“Sometimes I would draw.” 

George looked down the hall. There was 
an open door on the left that was the 
bathroom. Opposite it was a closed door to a 
bedroom, and at the end of the hall was 
another closed door to a bedroom. George 
began down that way and asked, “Which room 


was yours?” 

“The one at the end.” 

George walked through the door and was 
greeted by walls hidden beneath drawings, 
paintings, and photographs. Aaron appeared 
behind him a moment later, still looking 
uncomfortable. 

“Ts this all you?” George asked, taking a 
closer look at one of the walls covered in 
drawings. 

“Yeah. Except the posters.” 

“You were good. Some of these look like 
comic panels. Were you writing your own 
book?” 

“Off and on. I had some characters I liked 
to do. But I never did an actual issue of 
anything.” 

George looked around for several 
moments before speaking again. “Were you 
still doing much of this in the end?” 

Aaron made a face. “Jesus, I hate this 
past tense shit.” 

“We’re dead,” George said. “I find talking 
this way helps with acceptance.” 

“You don’t sound very bothered by it all.” 

“Tm trying not to be, but Iam. Trust me.” 

“Prove it.” 


George laughed lightly. “How would I do 
that?” 

“You tell me it does bother you, but 
you're hiding it. Explain to me how it bothers 
you. Because I don’t see it.” 

George shook his head, not wanting to 
participate. “You're telling me to face it, but I 
don’t want to.” 

Aaron knew he was needling George and 
kept pushing. “And why is that?” 

“Because it’s scary,” George admitted. 

“Yeah, it is,” Aaron said loudly. “But keep 
talkin’.” 

George flung his hands open, flustered. 
“What do you want me to say? It’s scary, 
Aaron! I won’t be able to interact with my 
family again until, presumably, they are dead 
as well. That scares the hell out of me! I want 
them here, with me, touching me, kissing me. 
I don’t want to be apart from them. Even if I 
get to be in Heaven, I don’t want to be apart 
from them. And the sooner I accept that I am 
dead, the better I can bury this fear of being 
without them.” 

Aaron clapped his hands slowly. 

“Seriously?” 

Aaron nodded. “Hey, you’ve pushed me 


today. It was my turn.” 

George bit his tongue, and it was obvious. 

“You can curse me out,” Aaron said. “I 
don’t care.” 

“lm doing my best to keep that kind of 
language to myself.” 

“T can see that.” Aaron held a smirk that 
he knew must have been eating George alive. 
“But did you hear what you told me?” 

George shrugged. 

“You're scared you may never get to see 
your family again, even in death. For all of 
you, I mean.” 

“What’s your point?” 

“Sounds like you don’t believe in 
Heaven.” 

George considered this. “Like everyone 
else, I have my doubts. So, yes, there’s that 
fear that I am wrong, and will never actually 
be reunited with my family again. But that 
fear comes from the other fear of just being 
without them in general. I care about them 
more than anything that exists. Of course, I 
am going to worry about never being with 
them again.” 

“Well,” Aaron began, trying to gather his 
thoughts. “There is an upside to this purgatory 


then.” 

“Tf that’s what this is,” George mumbled. 

“Whatever you want to call this, George. 
The point is you can see your family again. 
You can follow them around day to day and 
watch them live.” 

George lowered himself down to the 
ground, but not gingerly. He almost dropped 
himself in the end. It was obvious that the 
conversation was hurting him deeply. “It isn’t 
the same,” he said quietly. 

“No, it’s not,” Aaron admitted. “But it’s 
better than nothing, right?” 

George simply nodded, his head bowed. 

“At least, you have family.” 

George looked up at him. 

“My mother is a wreck, barely present. 
And she’s the only family I ever had, other 
than my grandmother. And I already told you 
she’s gone.” 

“What’s wrong with your mother?” 

“According to my grandmother, she never 
really recovered after having me.” 

“Postpartum?” 

“Maybe some of that. But she got left by 
my father when she was pregnant. And my 
grandmother said that fucked her up real 


good.” 

George put his back down. Something 
from his past—something he had tried to 
forget—was stirring, but he still wasn’t ready 
for it. So he forced himself up to his feet 
suddenly and exited the room. Aaron was 
surprised and called after him. 

“What the hell, man?” 

George turned around in the hallway and 
apologized. “I’m sorry. I just...I think I need to 
go see my wife and kids now.” 

“Well, why are you rushing off? You can’t 
leave me.” 

George shook those words from his head. 
“Keep up, then,” he said. 

Aaron was looking at him differently 
now. “Something is up with you. The fuck is 
it?” 

“T just... need to see them now.” 

“Well, hold up. I have to touch you or 
whatever before we go.” 

George took a step further away from 
him. “Maybe we try this separately.” 

Aaron almost laughed. “You’re kidding, 
right? When we got some distance between us 
earlier, we felt like we were suddenly dying.” 

George was breathing heavily now. Was 


he having a panic attack? It felt like one, 
though it had been a while. 
“T need to try this alone,” he said faintly. 
And then George closed his eyes and 
vanished. 


Chapter 5 : Pain 
1 


There was his house. His yard. His wife’s car. 
The little toy, a motorized thing the kids drove 
around in the grass. 

But George could hardly see any of it. His 
vision was like static, a failing signal. Even his 
hearing imitated the like; it was the sound of a 
thousand screeching bats flying in and out of 
his head, knocking about the walls and 
rattling his brain. 

He screamed. He blinked repeatedly. He 
saw enough through the flashes to know he 
was home. But he couldn’t stay. It felt like he 
was being torn apart from the inside, like the 
claws of a hundred demons had grabbed onto 
his muscles and were yanking in every 
direction. Was this hell? 

Aaron, he tried to tell himself. Return to 


Aaron. 
With some difficulty, he thought himself 
back to apartment 7B. 


Chapter 6 : Altercation 
1 


George had just enough time to see Aaron’s 
living room floor before a fist came down on 
the side of his head, smacking his face into the 
carpet. 

“You fucking asshole!” 

George tried to look up, but Aaron 
punched him again. 

“We could have died!” 

George rubbed the side of his face and 
said, “We’re already dead.” 

Aaron was on the floor beside him, also 
regaining his strength from their time apart. 
Though he looked pale and awful, he had still 
managed to gather enough energy to strike 
George twice. And since George supposed he’d 
deserved it, he didn’t fight back. 

“Yeah, well...there’s probably death after 
this, too,” Aaron spat. “I mean, why else 
would we have felt all that?” 


“Guidance,” George breathed, sitting 
himself up slowly. 

“What?” 

“Guidance,” George repeated. “It’s like 
training a dog with a choke chain.” 

“Training us for what?” 

“What we need to see, to understand, 
before we can move on.” 

Aaron studied him as he leaned back on 
his hands. “Yeah, and how is that working out 
for us so far?” 

“You said that sarcastically, but I actually 
have some inkling.” 

“What the hell does that mean?” 

George shook his head. “I think we 
should follow you for a bit. Together, I mean.” 

“Damn right, together. But why me? Did 
you see your wife fucking the neighbor or 
something?” 

George looked down at the carpet as he 
tried to decide what to say. “I just need a 
moment,” he lied. 

Aaron wasn’t sure if he believed him, but 
he stood up, nevertheless. “I guess we can visit 
mom, then.” He offered George a hand. 

As George took it and got back onto his 
feet, he asked, “Does she live alone?” 


99 


“Yeah. But I visit her pretty often.” 

“Earlier you said she’s in bad shape. What 
did you mean by that?” 

“T learned to be an alcoholic from the 
best,” Aaron admitted. “She’s not coherent too 
often.” 

“How does she pay for it?” 

“My grandmother left her quite a bit. 
But...I think my mom is almost out. Not that I 
can imagine her lasting much longer the way 
she’s going.” 

George gave Aaron a look. “And yet you 
imitated her?” 

“Fuck you, man. You don’t know me or 
her. We’ve had our shit. Still have our shit. 
And we deal with it the way we deal with it.” 

George thought of the church and how 
he’d devoted so much of his time to it...and 
convincing himself that he had changed 
enough to atone for certain things. “I know 
what you mean.” 

“T don’t think so.” 

George met his gaze. “We all deal with 
things differently. Let’s just leave it at that for 
now.” 

Both men were quiet for a moment, 
aimlessly swaying in place and looking around 


without direction. Finally, Aaron said, “I guess 
we should go then. There’s nothing here, is 
there?” 

George shrugged. “I learned some stuff.” 

“Like what?” 

“Tm still processing. Let’s just go visit 
your mom.” 

Aaron said, “Then I guess you should 
hold on.” 


Chapter 7 : Things Fall into Place 
1 


The yard was overgrown, the storm door was 
hanging off its bottom hinges, and the gutters 
were falling down in several spots. The truck 
in the driveway was rusty and littered with 
holes. The gardens were all dead, and even the 
gnomes that occupied them appeared to have 
lost all soul. 

“This place doesn’t look too good,” 
George said, taking in several deep breaths in 
his recovery from the jump. 

Aaron nodded silently. 

“How come you didn’t stay here?” George 
asked. 


“T had to move out,” Aaron said. “Staying 
here only made me worse. Believe it or not, I 
got better after I left.” 

George didn’t say anything in response. 

Aaron began toward the front door. As 
they neared the house, George noted that 
some of the window drapes were actually just 
blankets tacked to the surrounding walls. 
“When was the last time you were here?” he 
asked. 

“Maybe two days ago.” 

They walked through the front door and 
into the living room. Aaron’s mother was there 
on the couch, watching TV. There were 
several beer cans on the stand beside the 
armrest, as well as a bottle of Jack Daniels. 
Aaron’s mother was done with them for the 
moment, though; she was passed out and 
snoring. 

George looked at her. She was a mess, 
but familiar. 

“What’s her name?” he asked. 

Aaron didn’t think anything of it. “Clare.” 

George felt like he’d been struck in the 
center mass. “That’s my daughter’s name.” 

“How old is she?” 

George felt dazed and didn’t respond. 


Aaron turned to him. “You okay?” 

George blinked and looked around. “You 
have any pictures?” 

“You mean my drawings?” 

“No. Photographs from growing up.” 

Aaron looked toward the hall. “Yeah, we 
should. The albums are probably in her 
bedroom.” 

As George let him take the lead through 
the house, he looked back at Clare once more. 
He imagined her twenty-five years younger, 
clean-faced and beautiful. Long, brown hair 
that curled at the ends. The small Florida- 
shaped birthmark at the side of her neck, and 
how it seemed to shine in the sunlight. Her 
soft, pink lips and bright, blue eyes. But this 
drunken woman sleeping on the couch hardly 
resembled that youthful Clare. This woman 
had frizzy, unkempt hair, sagging lips and 
neck, pale skin, and wrinkled hands. This was 
a woman that had spent years destroying 
herself. Did he know her? Was she the Clare 
he could see in his mind’s eye? 

Aaron turned into a room that was a mess 
of clothing and trash. “She doesn’t clean 
much,” he said to George. 

“How old is she?” George asked. 


“T think forty.” He thought about it for a 
moment, pausing in place. “In fact...yeah, ’'m 
sure of it. We tried to celebrate on her last 
birthday because it was her fortieth.” 

“How did that go?” 

“T don’t remember,” Aaron said, smiling a 
little. “We all got really fucked up.” 

George looked around the room and saw 
some picture frames on the cluttered dresser. 
He walked over to them as Aaron studied the 
shelf in the corner. It occurred to George then 
that, even if there were albums to see, they 
wouldn’t be able to open them. But he didn’t 
bother to remind Aaron of this. Instead, he 
leaned forward for a closer look at the frames 
nearby. 

He saw a young boy, maybe seven, on a 
tricycle. He looked happy. It was probably a 
better time. George wondered when things 
had turned so drastically. Maybe things 
around his mother had always been bad, and 
it was the grandmother that put a smile on 
young Aaron’s face. 

She was in the other photo with Aaron, 
who must have been ten or so at the time. She 
seemed familiar. Her hair was whiter, and 
maybe she was a little heavier, but definitely 


familiar. George thought back to his senior 
year, to the Clare he had known back then. He 
thought of the times he’d been at her house, 
around her parents. What was her mother’s 
name? He couldn’t remember. 

“Did you know your grandfather?” he 
asked, turning to look back at Aaron. 

From the shelf, Aaron had taken out a 
photo album and was flipping through its 
pages. “Briefly. But he died when I was, like, 
four or something.” 

George was momentarily frozen. “H-how 
are you doing that?” 

Aaron looked up at him. “Huh?” 

“Youre holding the album.” 

A smile broke on Aaron’s face. “Holy shit, 
you're right!” 

“Why is it that you can hold it?” George 
asked, leaving the dresser behind. 

“How should I know?” Aaron = said, 
laughing. He turned to the bed and placed the 
album down for them to look over. “Maybe 
this means we’re supposed to look at it.” 

George was thinking the same thing. 
“Start from the beginning.” 

So he did. The first page was an 8x10 of a 
newborn Aaron at the hospital. He was being 


held by his young mother, who must have 
been about sixteen or seventeen at the time. In 
the picture, her hair was sweaty, but pushed 
back behind her shoulders. George could see 
her birthmark on the side of her neck. And 
though she was crying, this Clare had the 
bright, blue eyes he could remember. 

“Shit ...” 

Aaron shot a look at George, surprised by 
his reaction. “What is it?” 

George turned to Aaron, and for the first 
time, really looked at him. Suddenly, he was 
shaking and cold. He hadn’t felt any sort of 
temperature since the accident, but sure 
enough, he was cold right then. Freezing, in 
fact. He must have lost his color, too, because 
Aaron said, “You don’t look so good.” 

“T don’t feel so good, either,” George 
managed before falling to the floor. 

Aaron knelt down beside him, confused. 
“What the hell is going on?” 

George looked at him. Their eyes were 
the same. It was like looking in the mirror. 
Even his nose was spot-on. How had he not 
noticed sooner? Then again, why would he 
have? You don't generally (or naturally) look 
for similarities to yourself in strangers. 


But now he was. 

“Dude, will you say something?” 

George took several slow, deep breaths, 
and picked himself back up. He then reached 
out and touched the photo album, feeling it 
between his fingertips. Like Aaron, he could 
manipulate it. So he turned the page. And then 
another. And another. 

“That’s Clare,” he said. 

“Yeah, my mom,” Aaron said, watching 
George closely. “What’s with you?” 

George looked at him again. “You’re 
twenty-three.” 

“Yeah, you established that earlier when 
you said I was still just a kid.” 

“Older than I was when—” 

He stopped there. 

Aaron raised an eyebrow. “When...what?” 

“Um...when you were conceived.” 

“Well, yeah. My mom got pregnant in 
high school, near the end of her senior year.” 

“You don’t have to tell me,” George said. 
“T remember now.” He laughed but stopped it 
short by placing his hand over his mouth. 
Aaron was watching his every little 
movement. George couldn’t read his 
expression, and yet he recognized it. It was the 


same hard-to-call expression he was known to 
also give. It was reserved for when he started 
putting things together. When things started 
making sense that were once lost on him. 

It was the look he must have had when 
flipping through the album. Or seeing Clare 
out on the couch. 

Aaron must have figured it out a moment 
later, because he punched George square in 
the face suddenly, sending him backward. 

George hit the ground hard but didn’t feel 
it. His jaw, on the other hand, was sore. 

“Are you fucking kidding me?!” Aaron 
shouted. 

George propped himself up on his elbows 
but didn’t stand. “I can’t believe I didn’t 
realize it before now,” he began. “But my 
daughter is named after her.” 

“What was that? Like your guilt breaking 
through or somethin’?” Aaron snapped. “You 
ruined her life! But no worries. Your daughter 
carries her name. Am I right?” 

George shook his head. “Even though I 
did it without knowing it, you’re still wrong.” 

“Then explain it to me.” Aaron was 
standing over him now, his fists clenched. 

“T don’t know how. I guess it was a 


calling card for the future.” 

“A what?” 

“A calling card. A clue. Something to 
remind me of what I had done.” 

“Which was what exactly? God help me, I 
want to know your side of this for some 
reason.” 

George slowly (and cautiously) picked 
himself up from the floor, trying to put a little 
distance between himself and Aaron. “I was a 
stupid kid. I thought I loved your mother. We 
were together for two years. But when she told 
me she was pregnant, I panicked. I left for 
college, ended things, and expected her to get 
an abortion. We didn’t...keep in contact once I 
left. I had always assumed she’d gone to the 
clinic.” He watched Aaron take it in. Then he 
added, “I never knew you were ever born.” 

Aaron spoke quietly this time. “And that 
makes it better?” 

“No. No, of course not. And I guess...on 
some level, I must have wondered. But as I got 
older, it seemed more and more like...a 
childhood memory, I suppose. Nothing 
tangent.” 

“You never once called or wrote her to 
ask if she’d gone through with the 


pregnancy?” Aaron asked, watching him with 
a hard look in his eyes. 

George shook his head sadly. “When I 
left, I left. We never spoke again.” 

Aaron turned away from him and walked 
a few steps toward the window. George 
waited. A long minute passed. 

“So she never reached out to tell you?” 
Aaron asked, his back still turned. 

George shook his head. “If she did, I 
never knew about it.” 

Aaron looked down at the photo album 
on the bedside. “Why didn’t she?” He turned 
through a couple of pages. 

“T guess she didn’t want me to be in your 
life,” George said. “Can you blame her?” 

Aaron turned on him. “Explain this to me. 
All your Christian shit. Because I don’t see the 
connection.” 

George nodded and began his story. 
“When I went off to college, I felt different. I 
was more cautious, for one. I tried to focus on 
my work. I didn’t really date. I hardly went 
out with friends.” He paused as_ he 
remembered it all. “Once I was done with 
school, I met Diane. My wife. And she started 
taking me to church with her. I thought about 


my past without thinking about it...” 

“What does that mean?” Aaron 
interrupted. 

“Tt means I told myself I did something 
horrible as a younger man, and I needed to 
atone for it. But I didn’t...focus on the details.” 

“So, you were in denial.” 

George nodded. “Pretty much. So even 
though Diane turned me to the church, and I 
repented, I...guess I never did so properly.” He 
waited a moment, half expecting Aaron to say 
something. When he didn’t, George continued. 
“Time passed. I put myself into the church and 
became a better man. But that past still 
remains. And I guess...I did my best to pretend 
it didn’t. Eventually, I forgot the details.” 

Aaron didn’t move or speak for several 
moments. Then he turned to the wall and 
walked through it. George waited for a beat 
before following after him. They stepped into 
the living room to see Clare still asleep on the 
couch. Aaron was simply staring at her. 
George wasn’t sure why. He didn’t know what 
to say or do, but something came to him in 
that silence. 

“T think this is why we’re still here,” he 
said. “We were supposed to expose the past.” 


Aaron looked over at him. “For what 
purpose? We’re dead now. Does any of this 
even matter anymore?” 

George thought about that. 

And silence returned to the room. 


Chapter 8 : What Now? 
1 


Outside of the house, things had changed. 
George was the first to realize it, his son being 
in a state of walking comatose it seemed. 

“Aaron. Aaron, look.” 

There was snow on the ground, and not 
just a dusting. There was maybe a foot of the 
powder. 

Aaron’s eyes widened as he came back 
around. “What the hell? How long were we in 
there?” 

George was smiling, but he didn’t know 
why. “A half hour, maybe?” 

“But it wasn’t even that cold out.” 

George looked over at him. “I don’t think 
it’s September anymore.” 

“You think time sped up? It was moving 
normally before we went inside the house.” 


After some consideration, George said, “I 
think this means our time is just about up.” 

“Staying here?” 

“Not just here. I think we’re almost done 
with Earth.” 

Aaron wasn’t sure how to take the news. 
“Ts that a good thing?” 

“T think so...” 

“T don’t get it. Why all of a sudden this 
change?” 

George looked at him. “Because we found 
what we were supposed to find.” 

Aaron walked several steps through the 
snow, knelt down, and tried to touch it. His 
hand passed through the white and came back 
dry. So he looked across the street at the 
neighbor’s house and saw that there were kids 
outside building a snowman. He stood and 
watched them for several minutes, enjoying 
their innocence. 

Finally, he turned back to face George. 
“What now?” he asked. 

His father had been wondering the same 
thing. “I think...we get to know each other.” 

Aaron stifled a laugh. “Why should we?” 

George nodded and took several steps 
forward. “I think God just wanted us to meet. 


And to uncover the truth.” 

“For what purpose?” 

“T told you this before, Aaron. I don’t 
have all the answers.” He held out his hand. 
“However, I’m willing to figure things out 
together if you are.” 

Aaron looked from his father’s hand to 
his father’s face, and then back again. 

“T don’t expect this to be easy,” George 
said. “But I would like to get to know you. 
And find out all that I missed out on.” 

Aaron looked away, lost in thought. 
George waited. Finally, Aaron sighed and 
lifted up his hand. He held it over George’s, 
thinking things over one more time, and then 
joined their hands together. “Alright,” he said 
nervously. “Let’s do this. What is there to 
really lose at this point?” 

The wind blew and snow fell diagonally 
from the trees. The flurry that caught up in the 
wind passed through them like they weren’t 
even there. 

Because they never were. 


Chapter 9 : Awake 


George opened his eyes slowly. They were dry 
and heavy, like he’d been sleeping too long. In 
fact, he felt stiff all over. The light was 
blinding and painful; so much so that it took 
him several minutes to adjust. Once he did, he 
found that his vision was still blurry and 
recovering. 

He also felt tired, more tired than he’d 
ever felt before. The more his surroundings 
cleared, the more he was able to put together 
a hospital room. But they hadn’t made a jump 
there. George was strung up to a_ bed, 
connected to a variety of machines. He was no 
longer a ghost, trapped in some in-between 
world of existence. 

“Tm alive,” he said. Only his words came 
out croaked, as if he were a frog. Like his eyes, 
George’s throat was as dry as the desert. 

He looked around the room more closely, 
and noted the many cards and_ flowers 
stationed around him. So the accident had 
happened...it just hadn’t killed him. 

There was nobody there. Though the 
lights were on, he could now see that it was 
nighttime; through the window, it was dark. 
Visiting hours must have been over. 

Though it took him some time, George 


finally detached himself from the machines 
and got out of bed. Or, more accurately, fell 
out of bed. Several computer screens began to 
beep, but he ignored them. Instead, he 
crawled over to the cupboards against the 
wall, and lifted himself up with some 
difficulty. As his legs shook aggressively, he 
peered out the window. He was on the third 
floor at least, looking across the parking lot. 
With the lamp lights over the cars below, he 
was able to see that snow was falling. 
George laughed. 


2 


Diane and the kids came as soon as the 
hospital allowed them to do so. It was the next 
morning by then, and everyone wept while a 
bag of bagels and cream cheese were left 
forgotten on the extendable meal tray. 

When George got around to asking the 
date, he learned a month had passed since the 
accident. 

“You were in a coma,” Diane told him 
through reddened eyes and tear-streaked lips. 
“They weren’t sure you’d make it. More than 
once, you had seizures.” 

Probably when we _ separated, George 


thought, remembering his dreams of Aaron. 
He wondered if any of it had been real or not. 
So he asked what had happened to the other 
driver. 

“He’s here, too,” Diane said, not wanting 
to talk about the man who had nearly killed 
her husband. “Why?” 

“So he’s alive?” George asked. 

“He was in a coma also, the last I heard.” 


3 


It took some convincing, but George managed 
to receive Diane’s help in leaving the room 
later that night without permission from the 
staff. She helped keep him connected to the 
machine tracking his pulse and heart rate as 
they slipped into the hall with the stand in 
George’s free hand. The other was gripping his 
wife’s shoulder as she half-carried his steps 
with her arm around his waist. 

“Where are we going?” she asked. 

“To another room. Did you ever hear the 
driver’s name?” 

“You mean the kid that hit you?” 

Kid, George thought, his heart 
quickening. “Yeah,” he said. 

“Aaron Abernathy.” 


He took his mother’s last name, he thought. 
Of course. He probably never knew mine. 

“What is going on, George?” his wife 
asked him. 

“I need to find his room,” he. said. 
“Please.” 


4 


Diane left him in one of the bathrooms while 
she explored the hospital in search of Aaron’s 
room. When she finally returned, she did a 
rhythmic knock on the door to let him know it 
was her. 

“Come in,” he said. 

She helped him off the toilet and directed 
him down the hall. It turned out Aaron wasn’t 
too far from his own bedroom. 

When they got to the sliding door, George 
looked at his wife. “Please stay out here,” he 
said. 

“Why? What’s going on?” 

“T can’t tell you. Not yet.” He sighed, 
looking at the door momentarily. “But I will 
explain when I come back out.” 

“Youre not going to...smother him or 
something, are you?” she asked gingerly. 

George smiled. “No.” 


Diane didn’t understand or like it, but she 
nodded and let him go in alone. Once the door 
was slid shut behind him, George unsteadily 
moved himself (and his gear) across the cold 
floor to the bed there. As he neared, he saw 
the boy from his dreams. 

“Aaron,” he said to himself. “You’re real.” 

He then took a look around the room. 
Unlike his space, Aaron’s was mostly empty. 
Only one vase of flowers stood beside his bed. 
There weren’t any cards on display. 

As George thought about this, he noticed 
the extendable meal tray attached to the frame 
of the bed. On it was a half-eaten cup of Jell- 
O. 

“You’ve awakened recently as well,” he 
said, turning back to Aaron. I bet we opened our 
eyes at the same time. 

Without giving it much thought, he then 
reached out and shook Aaron’s arm. “Hey, can 
you hear me?” 

Aaron’s eyes flickered a moment and then 
turned to set on George. A second later, 
recognition flooded over them. “You,” he 
said. 

George grinned and repeated the word 
back at him with some awkwardness. “You.” 


Aaron struggled to find his voice. 
“But...how?” 

George laughed a little, tears in his eyes. 
“Because you took my hand.” 

Outside, the snow continued to fall. 


TIME WAVERS 


1 


Abraham Tester was best known as _ the 
“Whistler” around town for obvious reasons. 
The frequent tunes he blew were generally 
unrecognizable, and_ essentially nonsense. 
Often, he wasn’t even aware of his 
indiscriminate whistling. At his old age of 
eighty-five, he had long ago stopped paying 
much attention to himself or his quirks. 

He didn’t drive a car, but instead rode an 
adult tricycle painted red with a rear basket 
for his things. There were several reasons as to 
why. One, he didn't like cars; they felt 
unnatural. Two, they scared him; his wife was 
killed by one some thirty years earlier. And 
three, he liked to take his time; he wasn't in 
any rush to get around town. He liked the 


exercise of his trike, and nothing was 
pressuring him to hurry home. 

He would take it through town for 
leisure, to the grocery store, to the bookstore, 
and sometimes one of the neighborhood parks. 
Occasionally, he would also attend one of the 
town's events; localized parades marched 
several times a year for one reason or another, 
and craft fairs had become common in the 
‘90s. It's not like he was anti-social, though. 
He liked people, and they almost always liked 
him. But he also enjoyed his solitude; just 
thinking and learning and reading. And for 
this reason, he kept to himself for the most 
part. 

Though many thought he should move 
someplace smaller (like a community home for 
the elderly), Abe continued to live in his two- 
story Victorian located off a bumpy, dirt road 
about a mile outside of the town’s heart. He 
had several acres and no neighbors in the 
immediate vicinity. The house was surrounded 
by forest, and over the years Abe had cleared 
various paths through its trees. Though he was 
no longer spry enough for it, there was even a 
trail that led all the way to Lake Kristine a few 
miles north of him. It had been one of his 


favorites when he was younger. His wife 
would take it with him at least once every 
week when she was still alive. 

Even if you had never met Abe, you'd still 
be able to recognize him from the things 
widely known about him (such as his musical 
tendencies). For example, everyone in town 
knew that he wore a headband flashlight 
whenever he left the house. Though he didn’t 
go away from home after dark very often, it 
had long ago become a habit that had stuck to 
this day. This, coupled with his crooked stance 
and aged body, made the Whistler easy to spot 
in public. His trike was also the only one of its 
kind in town. 

Despite another year having passed—Abe 
had just had his eighty-fifth birthday two 
weeks prior—he was still holding up enough 
so that he liked to leave the house four times a 
week on average to go into town. He didn't 
like to buy large amounts of groceries at once 
(due, obviously, to the fact that he couldn’t 
transport them by car), so this meant visiting 
the shop fairly often. And when he did, he 
usually stopped by the bookstore as well. He 
read through at least one novel a week, even 
now. 


However, remaining so active had come 
with a price. Abe had arthritis that plagued 
him, as well as his wrenching spine. He often 
got headaches, and sometimes insomnia would 
overpower him. As a result, he had begun 
smoking pot medicinally about five years 
earlier. There was a small girl in town that ran 
the trade, and—even though she had dealers 
to do this for her—Abe liked to buy only from 
her. Generally, she'd come to his house to sell 
him her product, but on the nights that he 
couldn’t sleep, Abe knew where to find her 
himself. 

The place was called Little Ladies, and it 
was the only strip joint in town (or in the area, 
for that matter). Though many of the older 
citizens hated its existence, there had always 
been enough patrons to keep the place going 
(it certainly didn’t hurt that the college town 
of Crownbrook was just below  Lydia’s 
Shadow). Twenty years after its establishment, 
Little Ladies continued to have plenty of busy 
nights, even with the popular sports bar down 
the road. Here, Abe's girl (named Gina) would 
dance several nights a week for some extra 
(legal) cash. In part, it was her cover, the only 
one that had stuck for years on end. It was 


also here that Abe found himself that night, 
out past ten, and shivering from how cold his 
ride had been there. 

As he walked inside, the girls called out 
to him happily. Though Abe rarely stuck 
around longer than it took to buy himself 
some product, the employees of Little Ladies 
all knew and loved him. For whatever reason, 
he was considered the grandpa of the joint, 
and he kind of liked that. 

“Evening, evening,” he said with a smile 
as he made his way carefully through to the 
bar. He wasn't actually as slow as one might 
expect, but he also knew to keep his distance 
from others in a crowded room; being bumped 
could easily mean injury. 

“You having a drink this time?” Brian, 
the bartender on duty, asked as Abe 
awkwardly popped himself up onto a stool. 

Abe put up a hand and shook his head 
with a smile. “No, no. I can't handle liquor 
anymore. Though, I'll take an apple juice.” 

Brian got him a glass (without ice; he 
knew how Abe was) and asked if he was 
looking for Gina. 

“Oh, yes. As usual. Is she around 
tonight?” 


“Lucky for you, she is. It would have 
sucked if you'd come all the way here in that 
cold for nothing.” 

Abe laughed lightly, the sound croak-like 
from age. “You don't have to tell me.” 

“T'll let her know you're here,” Brian said, 
taking out his cell phone and typing a message 
into it. 

Abe watched, reflecting on how confusing 
those devices had come to be. Early on, he'd 
had one for himself. But with fewer people 
contacting him—his wife gone, kids grown 
and living far from Tennessee now—he’d seen 
no reason to keep up the monthly charge. He 
still had a landline at the house, mostly for 
emergencies and the rare ring, but that was 
all. He doubted he could even unlock a phone 
to make a simple call these days. He'd even 
seen people talking on video back and forth, 
and that alone blew his mind. 

“She should find you soon,” Brian told 
him a moment later. 

Abe thanked him and drank from his 
apple juice. He didn't feel any temptation to 
turn the stool in order to see whichever girl 
was currently on stage. It's not like he could 
get excited anymore. On the rare occasion 


(very rare occasion) he could go full mast, he 
didn't have the energy to work it out. The 
whole process was just a frustration now; the 
joy of masturbation had gone completely away 
some ten years before. 

Gina—short, tattooed, and gorgeous 
(despite her Gothic tendencies)—showed up 
on the stool beside him a minute later. At first, 
she didn't announce herself. She moved so 
smoothly, so quietly, that sometimes she 
would play this game on Abe; show up, not 
say a word, pickpocket him and then reveal 
the items to him at a later time...she enjoyed 
teasing him. Probably because, like the other 
girls, Gina thought of him as a fatherly figure 
(one she'd never really had). Little did he 
know, she even had some of her people check 
in on him from time to time to make sure 
things were OK. 

“Hey, old man. I hear you're looking for 
something chronic,” she said in a humorously 
deep tone. 

Abe finally took notice of her and 
laughed. She smiled in return. 

“Oh, dear. So what did you get from me 
this time?” he asked, looking at her closed 
hands. 


She lifted one and laid open its palm. 
There, Abe saw two batteries he'd had in his 
coat pocket (backup for his headband 
flashlight). 

“Oh, now, I may need those for the ride 
home,” he said, taking them back from her. “It 
would be bad if I had to go completely into 
the dark night.” 

“T could always drive you, Abe,” Gina 
offered, knowing all too well he wouldn't 
accept. He was very independent that way. 

“T'll be fine. I always am.” 

“Well...I'm assuming you'd like to meet 
out back?” 

Abe lifted his glass. It was half gone. “Let 
me finish this real quick, first.” 

Gina patted him gently on the back. 
“Take your time. I've got the next song. We 
could exchange after, if you don't mind.” 

“Of course not.” 

“Until then, want a dance?” She asked 
this with a mischievous grin. Again, she was 
playing a game with him. 

“T think that would just about kill me, 
Gina,” he chuckled. “And I think I may still 
squeeze a few more years from this life if you 
keep yourself off of me.” 


Gina made a tsk-tsk sound and hopped off 
the bar stool to get ready for her performance. 
Abe watched her go, wishing he was still 
young, and then turned forward again. 

When the time came, Abe paid for his 
drink and returned outside to the cold. His 
trike was already parked by the back door, so 
he sat on it as he waited for Gina. It didn't 
take long, though, as she knew he was out 
there freezing. She appeared two minutes after 
him, wearing a long trench coat and carrying 
a small backpack in her hand. 

“The usual?” she asked, moving down the 
zippers. 

“Yes, ma'am.” Abe stopped whistling 
(unaware he’d even been doing it) and 
reached into his back pocket. From there, he 
removed and unfolded his wallet to reveal his 
prepared payment. 

After the exchange was complete, Gina 
took out a cigarette and began to smoke with 
her back against the door. “It's a bit cold 
tonight, isn't it?” she asked him. 

“It's getting there. It seems fall is moving 
on, and here comes winter.” 

“I'm not looking forward to it,” she told 
him. “I've grown to really hate the cold.” 


“IT would say wait until you've lost the 
meat from your bones, but it doesn't look like 
you have much to begin with,” he joked. 

“More than you, gramps,” Gina joked 
back. There was a pause, and she took a deep 
drag from her cigarette. Then, “So, not 
sleeping again?” 

“Going on three nights now.” 

“No sleep at all in that time?” 

“Just a couple short naps. Nothing more 
than an hour.” 

“Yeah, I know how that can be. I don't 
get enough sleep, myself.” 

“T imagine not. You're always out doing 
something, it seems.” 

“Most hours, yeah. And when I do get 
inside to bed, someone tries to bother me.” 

“You think you can keep this up much 
longer?” 

Gina looked at him for a long minute, 
thinking. “Actually...I'm thinking I've about 
run my course here.” 

“Oh, I didn't think quitting this would 
mean leaving Lydia's Shadow,” Abe said 
unhappily. 

Gina sensed his displeasure and put an 
arm around him. “It doesn't, necessarily. But it 


might. I've been here long enough, did what I 
felt like I needed to do, and then some. I've 
just been...running a routine that lost its 
purpose a while back. And I guess I've grown 
sick of it. I'm kind of alone here these days, so 
what's keeping me around?” 

Abe shrugged. “Familiarity?” 

“Ts that why you stuck around?” 

Abe knew what she meant. After Mary 
had been killed in the car accident prior to his 
retirement, most had expected him to move 
off somewhere. But he hadn't. And he felt like 
he couldn't. There was too much of Mary still 
here. He felt her just about anywhere he went, 
and he couldn't imagine breaking that 
connection for any place else. It's not like he 
had that much time left for him, so 
considering a move seemed rather pointless. 

“More or less,” he told her. 

“T get it. But I came here with someone 
who has since left. Gotten married, had kids, 
et cetera. And my friends aren't really friends 
here. Except you.” She gave him a light 
squeeze of affection. 

“T understand getting lonely,” he said, 
almost too quietly for her to hear. 

“It's not that, really,” she explained. “I 


don't get lonely, per se. I'm introverted, 
though it's hard for most to tell. I had to 
overcome it some time ago, you know? But...I 
feel out of place here, now. And I didn't use 
to.” 

Abe understood perfectly. He felt like 
that some days. Usually, such solemn 
reflections came during his days of insomnia, 
when everything began to feel difficult and 
dry. 

“What would you like to do instead?” he 
asked. 

Gina finished her cigarette and stubbed 
the butt under her heel. “Well...I don't think 
I'm good at much. Sometimes, I think of 
returning home. I probably could have years 
ago, but I always felt like I was tempting fate 
if I did.” 

“T don't know what you mean,” Abe said, 
genuinely lost. There was a lot about Gina that 
people didn't know. She was considered an 
enigma around town. 

“You see, Abe...I did something bad 
before coming here. I mean...not bad. Not in 
my opinion, at least, but to others. And 
criminal. So, I left and came here instead. Put 
some distance between me and home. But...I 


was never attached to the crime. Not to my 
knowledge, at least. Which is why I sometimes 
think I could go back.” 

“But?” 

She gave him a grin that was gone as fast 
as it came. “But I've always worried my sister 
would pay if I did.” 

Abe didn't know what she was talking 
about, but let it go. “Has she ever come to 
visit you here?” 

Gina shook her head. “I've never let her 
know where I live.” 

“How come?” 

Gina gave him a playful shake. “Oh, I 
think you've gotten enough out of me for 
tonight, Abe. Maybe we can talk more during 
the day when I'm not half-asleep and unaware 
of what I'm telling you.” 

Abe nodded. “Sure. You know where I 
live.” 

“That I do,” Gina said, turning to the 
door and pulling it open. “You sure you don't 
want that drive back?” 

Abe waved her off. “I'll be fine. Go make 
some money.” 

“That's why I'm here,’ 
and disappearing inside. 
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she said, smiling 


Abe knew he was lucky she acted the way 
she did with him. Gina was known to be cold 
and quiet with most people, but with him she 
was different. He was happy he had that effect 
on her, even if he didn't know why. Word 
around town was that she'd had a rough life, 
but to what extent was unknown. Sometimes, 
Abe wished that Gina had been alive when 
Mary was still around. But the time just didn't 
match up. Still, he thought that the two of 
them would have gotten along. 

He considered this as he climbed onto his 
trike and turned it back toward the main road. 
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The ride took him about seventy-five minutes. 
Usually, it was half that. But the cold had 
gotten worse, as had the wind. Several times, 
Abe had stopped to catch his breath by pulling 
his coat up over his head for several minutes 
before continuing forward. 

Luckily, the house was toasty upon his 
return. Some winters the heat would start to 
falter (it was an old system in need of 
replacement), but not yet this year. Abe 
wondered how much longer it would keep up 
before he'd finally have to break down and 


call someone over. He was dreading that day. 

For a while, he'd had a dog to keep him 
company after Mary's death. But after he'd 
outlived two golden retrievers, Abe had given 
up. It had simply become too difficult to care 
for one and himself as the years passed. Still, 
he would think of them on cold nights like 
this, wishing he had a companion curled up 
beside him on the couch. 

TV had gotten so vast, he couldn't believe 
it. Thanks to his kids, Abe had _ several 
streaming services that had taken him months 
to master, but he was glad to have them. At 
night, the soft sound of a show playing in the 
background would ease him to sleep. As he 
had the last couple nights, he decided to try 
his luck with the TV, hoping he could break 
his current spell of insomnia. 

One of the services had episodes of I Love 
Lucy, which had run during his late twenties. 
He remembered watching it with Mary, so he 
often used it as his fallback when nothing else 
caught his interest. Tonight, he didn't even 
bother to look through the many options 
available; he went straight to Lucy. 

An hour later, he had finally fallen asleep 
for the first time since Tuesday night. 


Outside, someone was watching. 
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When Abe had been a younger man, he'd 
earned a lot of money investing in a friend’s 
starter company that eventually went global. 
His stake was bought out five years later when 
Abe was only thirty-two; at that point, he 
could have retired easily if he’d wanted. 
Instead, he continued working for years more 
to keep busy. He preferred it that way. 

Though this once-common knowledge 
had faded over time as people closest to Abe 
died or moved away, there were still some 
who knew of his fortune. One was Amber 
Geller, a young girl who worked as a teller at 
the local bank. And, unfortunately, she had 
mentioned how wealthy Abe was to her (now) 
ex-boyfriend one evening after work. 

That then-boyfriend was Robby Callister, 
a real asshole from a town further down the 
mountain. And though he had sat on that 
information for some time, he'd recently 
wondered if he could put it to any use. He'd 
started by observing the old man a couple 
days earlier, learning what he did, where he 
went, and what he had at the house. So far, 


he'd never seen a gun, but that didn't mean 
one wasn't in the closet or under the bed. They 
were in Tennessee, after all, and most owned a 
gun or two. Nor could he tell if Abe kept any 
substantial amount of money on his property, 
which could defeat the purpose of his entire 
operation (if it could be even called that). 

The real problem of it all was that Robby 
—top tier asshat that he was—had never 
committed a home burglary before. He didn't 
know the safest way to go about doing it, nor 
was he sure he even had the nerve. Crime 
wasn't really his thing, beyond mugging 
teenagers and kids. Some light tagging, pot 
smoking, sign stealing...but nothing harder 
than that. But he needed money desperately. 
Desperately enough that he had turned to this 
idea and was trying to see it through. 

When Abe fell asleep that night, Robby 
decided to head home himself. It was after one 
in the morning by this point, and he had a 
truck of soda to deliver in a few hours. 


4 


When Abe took a morning walk the next day, 
he saw no sign of his late-night visitor. If he 
had gone in the direction of his driveway, he 


may have spotted the crushed cans of energy 
drink littered there, but he took a path beyond 
his house instead. 

He spent the majority of his day inside 
after that. He wasn't really looking to go into 
town, but he was bored. He tried reading a 
new novel he'd picked up the previous week 
but gave it up after a hundred pages. It just 
wasn't doing it for him, and he didn't have 
enough time left in this world to waste on the 
books that weren't going to keep him happy. 

He also spent some time with the TV, 
smoking a little pot when his back began to 
ache horribly. Nothing else happened really 
until Gina surprised him with a visit around 
four. Unlike Abe, she had taken notice of 
Robby’s trash on her drive in. She was always 
observant and found it odd that such litter 
would even be on Abe's property. She didn't 
have to ask him to know it didn't belong. 

However, Gina kept this all to herself. 
Beyond making note of it, she put the disposed 
cans out of her head, and placed her attention 
on the pizza she had brought along with her. 
Abe had been happy to see it, as he was still a 
bit hungry from his earlier blunt. 

“So, did you get any sleep last night?” she 


asked him as they took a seat on the couch 
with their plates. 

“Finally, I did,” he told her. “It took 
about an hour, but I got there.” 

“When did you get up?” 

Abe whistled for a moment as he thought 
back. “Um, about six, I guess.” 

“That early? Why?” 

He shrugged. “I naturally wake up at 
about that time. It doesn't seem to matter how 
late I was up the night before.” 

“Well, that sucks.” Gina took a big bite 
from her pizza and made a sound of delight. 
“This guy makes the best pie.” 

“Ts it Ziggy's?” 

Gina nodded with a mouthful. 

“He is good. But you missed out on 
Mountain Side's pizza,” Abe said. “They were 
around from...1980 or so, until the new 
millennium. Everyone loved that place. It was 
crowded from the moment it opened, to the 
moment it closed.” 

“Then why did it go away?” 

“Sadly, the owner died. Massive heart 
attack. And there was no family to keep the 
place going.” 

“Well, shit.” 


Abe nodded in agreement, and then said, 
“Let me change the subject, here.” 

“Go for it.” 

“What do you think about Unbroken?” 

“What's that?” 

Abe shifted through the stacks of books 
on his coffee table and found the one he was 
looking for. He handed it over to Gina, who 
politely gave it a look. 

“It's about Louis Zamperini. You know 
about him?” 

Gina shook her head. “I don't think so.” 

“You should read it. He was around my 
time. Of course, I was just a boy when this 
story takes place, but I remember it.” Abe 
tapped on the book as Gina held it. “I think it 
might inspire you.” 

“Really? How so?” she asked. 

“He was a very resilient man. His life was 
just fascinating,” Abe explained, gesturing 
with his pizza slice absently. “I know reading 
that book made me feel young again, like I 
could actually still kick ass like I used to.” He 
laughed, as did Gina. “And I remembered 
what you were telling me last night. About 
thinking you should move on.” He tapped the 
book again. “This book might just get your 


brain working in a way that gives you some 
pretty good ideas, you know?” 

Gina smiled and rubbed Abe's shoulder. 
“Thanks. I'll give it a shot.” 

They returned to their pizza and finished 
in silence, glued to the TV. Gina had put on 
some violent drama that was a bit much for 
Abe, but he watched it anyway. He was glad 
to have the company. It got him thinking his 
kids should visit sometime before it was too 
late. 
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Gina left a couple hours later, but it felt like 
Abe had spent the entire day with her. Time 
moved differently for him now, and _ his 
morning walk seemed to have ended forever 
ago. It was starting to get dark outside now, so 
he thought taking another would probably be 
a bad idea. Even with his headband flashlight, 
those forests could be treacherous in the dark. 

As it usually was, sleep was at the corner 
of his mind, tempting him. But he doubted 
he'd catch her so easily, so he decided to at 
least stay up until nine, keeping busy 
somehow. He thought about the book he'd 
started writing himself—he'd tried completing 


a novel on numerous occasions over the last 
sixty years without success—and realized he 
couldn't even remember what had been taking 
place in it. After scanning several of the most 
recently written pages, he decided the story 
had escaped him; he would have to start over 
or start a new one entirely. His old mind had 
beaten him once again. 

This was one of those evenings in which 
he actually wished (slightly) that he had a car 
and liked to drive. Then he could go 
someplace to kill time, like the coffee shop or 
even down the mountain to the Tri-City area. 
There wasn't much of an interest there for him 
these days, but occasionally he enjoyed Best 
Buy. He was ready for a new high-tech camera 
and going out into the woods for pictures 
sounded appealing (even though right now, 
the darkness would keep him indoors instead). 
He considered calling Gina and asking if she'd 
take him down tomorrow at some point but 
didn't want to bother her so soon after seeing 
her. 

So, with nothing to do, Abe whistled and 
walked aimlessly around his house and up and 
down the stairs. 


Robby didn't understand what he was seeing. 
The old man was literally just going from one 
floor of the house to the other, walking over 
here, then over there, and then back again, his 
lips pursed (as if blowing raspberries). And for 
what reason? 

“He's lost his fucking mind,” Robby 
decided, popping the tab on a new energy 
drink his company had just released. 

His shift had been completed around the 
same time Gina had stopped by for a visit, not 
that Robby had seen her. By the time he'd 
arrived, she was already gone. He didn't know 
who she was, that she talked with Abe, or 
anything else regarding them as friends. As far 
as Robby was concerned, Gina didn't even 
exist. 

The Whistler was just a loner. A well- 
liked one around town, but still. Robby had 
yet to see him with anyone other than passing 
by so-and-so at the grocery store or on the 
road while riding his trike. Thinking back on 
what he'd observed so far, Robby became 
bored and decided that it was about time he 
just went ahead and made a move. But should 
he do it while the old man was home, or wait 
until he was gone? It's not like there were any 


neighbors to spot him breaking in during 
daylight when, say, Abe was out buying 
groceries next. 

After some consideration, he decided to 
try just that. Nighttime burglaries were cliché. 
If it wasn't necessary, then why go for it? 
Abe’s house was out in the middle of the 
woods, separated from everything else. It was 
an easy target. 

At least, that's what Robby was thinking 
as he turned away and made his way back to 
the car. 
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It wasn't as cold the next day. Abe stood at the 
foot of the Lake Kristine trail and wondered if 
he should give it a shot after all these years. 
He certainly wanted to but thought maybe it 
would be unwise. Still, he was always 
exercising on a bike, so would a couple mile 
walk really be so bad? 

He decided that, as long as he brought 
some supplies, he should be fine. 

So he packed a small bag with some food 
and drink and left with his cane. It didn't take 
him long on the trail to start wishing for a 
camera; it was beautiful out. Though he did 


technically have a digital camera back home, 
it wasn't a good one. His son had bought him 
one of those small, beginner's cameras a few 
years back, and he'd never found much use for 
it. The picture quality and available options 
were pathetic compared to what he was 
accustomed to. 

The last real good camera he’d owned 
had been lost before that gift. Thanks to his 
shaky hands and a broken neck strap, Abe had 
accidentally dropped the expensive piece 
down the side of Brother Mountain while 
taking pictures overlooking Lydia's Shadow. 
Man, that had been upsetting. 

As the walk continued and Abe inched 
closer to the location of Kristine, the more he 
thought asking Gina for a ride would be 
something to do that week. A trip to Best Buy 
by car would take maybe forty-five minutes; 
whereas on his trike, it would be an all-day 
affair that would probably leave him dead. 

He thought about this and more during 
his walk, but little stuck with him once the 
lake had come into view. The sun was 
breaking through the trees and _ glittering 
across Kristine with an early morning serenity 
that immediately took Abe's breath away. 


Not far from the end of his trail was a 
bench he'd placed there long ago, and he made 
his way to it now. Once seated, his body 
seemed to scream in release. It had taken him 
about two hours to reach the lake, which 
actually wasn't too bad considering his current 
condition. But now he needed rest, and for a 
while of it before taking flight again. 

Happy to have come prepared, Abe 
reached into his bag and produced the latest 
book he'd decided to start. Downtime had 
begun. 
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Robby was off from work today, and with the 
weather clear, he thought it would be a good 
time to visit Abe's house. He had no way of 
knowing whether or not the old man would be 
there, but he was hoping to find the property 
devoid of life. And if not, he could always wait 
around in Lydia's Shadow. There may not have 
been a lot to do, but he could figure something 
out. College girls lived there (Crownbrook 
Community was located in the town below, 
and most students came from families here), 
so there was game to poach. 

When he began down the dirt road 


leading to the Tester property, Robby worried 
someone would notice him turning off. He 
doubted the Whistler took on many visitors 
these days, and small towns like this tended to 
have very observant residents; someone near 
Unicoi Drive might spot him and wonder what 
he was up to. 

But as far as Robby could tell, no one was 
around outside. Luckily for him, the dirt road 
was located off a quiet road itself, one that 
rarely saw any sort of traffic. Figuring his 
chances were high he had come undetected, 
Robby felt confident enough to raise the 
volume of his music. 

That got Gary's attention. He was the 
lookout Gina had posted at the corner of the 
road (sitting low against a tree, wearing basic 
camo), and she had directed him to contact 
her should anyone take Unicoi. He did as he 
was told and pulled out his cell phone. 
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It seemed that Abe had broken his insomnia. 
On the bench before Lake Kristine, he slept 
with his book falling to the grass at his feet. 
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It wasn't long before Robby reached the house. 
He didn't bother to park out of sight this time; 
he pulled right up to the front porch and 
stepped out of his car. The property was quiet, 
but he had expected as much. Even if Abe was 
home, he doubted he would have heard much 
life from outside. 

Leisurely, he took a look around the yard. 
It was a peaceful place, he had to admit. And 
nearly off the grid, which worked in his favor. 
As far as he had been able to tell during his 
reconnaissance, Abe didn't keep an alarm 
system with the house. It seemed like a silly 
thing for a wealthy man to neglect, but maybe 
he just didn't care. It's not like he had ever 
lived luxuriously, from what Robby could 
gather. Abe probably didn't worry much about 
robberies, what with being old and alone these 
days. What was there to really lose? 

Robby made his way to the front door 
and tried the knob. It was locked, but that 
wasn't much of an obstacle. However, he did 
want to do a perimeter check before making a 
move inside, to see if Abe was home or not. So 
he checked the windows, many of which had 
open curtains. 

Once around the backside of the house, 


he determined that the place was probably 
empty. So he didn't worry about making noise; 
he broke the window over the kitchen sink by 
smacking a tree branch through it. He then 
cleared the shards of glass and climbed 
awkwardly inside. 

When no one came to inspect the ruckus 
he'd created, Robby grinned and took a slow 
look around the place. It was surprisingly tidy 
and well-decorated. There was very little 
clutter, mostly just books. Tons and tons of 
books. 

After having his fun, Robby decided to 
get down to business. He spent the next half 
hour tearing apart the house, looking for 
anything of value. It wasn't until he found the 
locked door to the basement (which he broke 
open by slamming his shoulder through) that 
he was able to locate a sizable safe in a space 
that was, essentially, a memorial to the old 
man's kids and dead wife. There were boxes 
everywhere, as well as pictures (hundreds of 
them printed out and stuck along the walls in 
numerous, straight rows). Robby checked 
several of the cases to learn what was inside 
and became bored rather quickly; most of 
them simply contained old schoolwork and 


drawings his kids had done. In other words, 
useless shit. 

He then inspected the pictures at random. 
For a moment, he was touched. His family had 
started off strong, but then the divorce fucked 
everything up about the time he was going 
into High School. That was when Robby had 
changed himself. Shaking off such old, 
pleasant memories, he grunted in disgust and 
tore himself away. 

As he began toward the safe (not yet 
wondering how he would even open it), Gary 
walked up to Robby's car outside and opened 
its driver-side door. 
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Abe's nap had been good at the time, but now 
that he was coming awake, his neck was 
painfully locked up. He groaned as he tried to 
straighten and look around. Realizing that he 
had dropped his book, he retrieved it from the 
grass and placed it back into his bag. 

Abe hurt all over from falling asleep on 
the bench, and desperately wanted to smoke it 
away. But he hadn't brought any pot with him, 
just the book and food. So he got himself up 
and began turning back for the trail home. It 


would be a long walk, so hopefully his body 
would loosen with the movement. 
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Robby had looked at the safe from every 
angle, and cursed himself for having not 
anticipated such an obstacle. He didn't have 
the tools or knowledge to break open the 
monstrosity (as it was to him), which meant 
his mission had now become so much more 
complicated; he was going to need Abe, it 
seemed. 

“God damn it.” 

He wondered how long the old man 
would be gone. Should he just wait around for 
him, or come back another time when Abe 
was already there and available? Robby went 
back and forth for several minutes before 
concluding that a drink was in order. So he 
began back up the stairs. 

In the kitchen, he found several wine 
bottles in the cupboard (which were of no 
interest) and cold beer in the refrigerator (not 
his brand, but it would do). He removed a 
bottle, opened it, and began to drink heavily. 
The kitchen was a bit chilly from the broken 
window, so he went out into the living room 


instead. 

As he stopped before the couch, 
beginning to sit, he noticed someone through 
one of the windows snooping around his car 
outside. Robby cursed, put the beer down on 
the coffee table of scattered books, and 
hurried over to the front door. After turning 
the locks, he swung it open dramatically. 

“Hey! The fuck you think you're doing?” 

The man straightened from leaning in the 
backseat of the car and looked over at Robby. 
He was probably about the same age, 
somewhere in his upper twenties, with a 
scruffy, red beard and a head full of wild, red 
hair. His camouflage clothing made Robby 
wonder if he was a lost deer hunter, hoping to 
jack a ride home. 

“What's it look like?” the man spat back, 
leaving the car side and slowly stepping 
toward the front porch. 

Robby felt immediately uncomfortable. 
“Don't make me call the cops for trespassing.” 

The man laughed. “You’re planning on 
turning yourself in?” 

Robby felt his stomach drop. This was 
someone who knew Abe lived here. 

“T don't know what you mean, but...you 


gotta go.” 

The man stopped at the steps, looking up 
at Robby with cool, confident eyes. “Nah, 
man. It's you who needs to leave.” 

Robby looked around the porch for 
anything he could use as a weapon, but 
nothing appeared useful. 

The man took a switchblade out from his 
pocket and flicked it open. “Hey, if you want 
to fight, I don't have a problem with that.” 

Robby gave up. He unhappily put up his 
hands and said, “Alright, I'll go.” 

The man stepped aside so that Robby 
could leave the porch. As he neared the car, 
the man spoke again. 

“Don't come back here.” 

Robby stopped at his car and shut the 
backseat door the man had left open. “Who 
the hell are you, anyway?” he asked, his blood 
beginning to boil. 

“A friend of a friend. And I'll be around 
here watching out for you,” the guy replied, 
crossing his arms before him and leaning 
against the porch railing. 

Robby opened his mouth to say 
something else, realized there wasn't anything 
there, and climbed into his car. As he swung 


around in the driveway to head back down 
Unicoi Drive, his grip on the steering wheel 
tightened. He had just been scared off, and 
such a thing had never happened before. 

He was furious. 
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Once Abe returned to his house, both Gary 
and Robby had departed from the property. 
He didn't know anyone had been by until he 
was inside, passing the couch and coffee table. 
He saw the opened beer and tried to 
remember if he had been the one to open it. 
He then moved to the kitchen and saw the 
broken window. 

“Ah, damn,” he sighed, inspecting the 
mess. He then looked around himself, 
wondering if the culprit was still nearby. He 
quietly scooted over to a lower, corner 
cabinet, and opened it. Inside, there was a 
Ruger GP100, already loaded with several 
rounds. He took it out carefully, flicked off the 
safety, and returned to the living room. 

“If there is anyone else in here, show 
yourself now and I'll let you leave without 
calling the cops,” he announced as steadily as 
possible. 


After waiting a moment in silence, he 
proceeded to search the house. Though it was 
clear in multiple areas that someone had 
snooped through his things, it didn't appear as 
if anything had been taken. Even the safe 
seemed to have gone without tampering. 
Maybe the robber had been scared off on his 
return home, not knowing that Abe was so 
crooked and old. 

“Perhaps it's time to go ahead and get 
that home security system,” he told himself as 
he dropped slowly onto the couch. He thought 
about it for a minute, and sighed, looking 
around at his things. He then reached for the 
landline telephone located on the end-table 
beside the couch and entered his son's 
number. After a handful of rings, he heard the 
automated voice of the answering machine. 

Following the beep, Abe left his message. 
“It's your father, Stephen. I was hoping we 
could talk about you and the kids making a 
visit soon. Please give me a call back.” 

Once he'd hung up the phone, Abe turned 
on the TV and sat quietly on the couch. It 
wasn't long, however, before he broke the 
silence and began to whistle one of his 
nonsensical tunes. 
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Robby left Lydia's Shadow in an increasingly 
bad mood. On his way down the mountain— 
past Crownbrook and headed for Helvetica— 
he turned over various ideas in his head on 
how he should return for his money. That's 
how he thought of it already: his money. And 
he couldn't wait too long to retrieve it, 
because collectors were already knocking on 
his door. 

No, something needed to happen that 
week. 

But what about that guy? That fucking 
ginger, whoever he was, watching the house 
and keeping an eye out for him. Supposedly, 
that was. What was he doing there really, and 
would he still be there the next time as well? 
Robby worried he may have to come armed 
just in case, something he hadn't anticipated 
before with this job. 

Maybe I should just do something else, he 
thought unhappily. But what? He needed a lot 
of cash, and this was the only local 
opportunity he knew of. Surely, there were 
others—Lydia's Shadow was middle and upper 
class, and Crownbrook was decent enough as 
well—but he needed an “in.” Some kind of 


prior knowledge of his target. 
After some internal grumbling, Robby 
decided he needed to sleep on it all. 
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Gina called Abe's house phone an hour later, 
surprising him. When he answered, he was 
sure it was his son calling back. 

“Ts that you, Stephen?” 

“Huh? No. Abe, it's Gina.” 

“Ohhh, I'm sorry. What can I do for you?” 

Gina sighed. “I was checking in on you. I 
heard you had a visitor. Was it someone 
expected?” 

At first, Abe didn't think to question how 
she knew. “Yes, someone broke in. But they 
must have seen me coming back from my 
walk, because they were gone once I was 
inside the house.” 

“Was anything taken?” 

“Not that I can tell.” 

“Well, that's good. Or bad, if they were 
purposefully waiting for you.” 

“Why would they have been?” 

“T don't know, Abe. You have any 
guesses?” 

He shrugged. “I have a safe downstairs.” 


“There you go. Maybe they wanted you 
home to open it for them.” 

“But no one was here when I got back.” 

“Well, I know why that was.” 

Abe was confused and trying to keep up 
as best he could. But his old brain just didn't 
process information the way it used to. 

“What do you mean?” he asked. 

“A friend of mine saw the guy take your 
road and chased him away when he saw what 
he was doing.” 

“Which was?” 

“Breaking and entering.” 

“And your friend made him go?” 

“Yes.” 

“T feel like I’m missing something in all 
this, Gina.” 

“You are, kind of. You free tonight for 
dinner?” 

“Sure. I have nothing going on. Ever, 
really.” 

“How about I bring us some food around 
five? And we can talk about some stuff.” 

Abe's spirits lifted. “Well, that would be 
nice.” 

“Great. I will see you then.” 

The line went dead. Abe was surprised 


but knew that Gina could be a bit of an odd 
one. So he put the phone down and looked 
around himself. 

Just what the hell had he been doing 
before her call? 
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When Gina pulled into the driveway hours 
later, Abe was asleep with some pot brownies 
on a small plate beside him. He had only 
selected a few and eaten one. He kept them 
weak, that way he could eat more in a single 
sitting. 

As if to make a point—one that Abe was 
not quite privy to yet—Gina walked into the 
house without him waking up. Then she stood 
over the old man and watched him sleep for a 
minute before tapping him on the chest. The 
first few didn't stir him, so she spoke his name 
loudly as well. 

When he started to come around, the 
sight of someone standing over him startled 
Abe enough so that he jolted upright and 
choked on the air. “Oh, sweet shit!” 

Gina rubbed his shoulder, trying to relax 
him. “It's OK, Abe. It's just me.” 

Abe took several deep breaths and 


calmed down. “When did you get here?” 

“A few minutes ago. Wondered how I got 
in?” 

Abe simply nodded, still adjusting to 
suddenly being awake. 

“I broke in, Abe. And it wasn't difficult, 
even ignoring the broken window. Which is 
why I decided to stop by today,” she 
explained, taking a gentle seat on the coffee 
table. She was too light to cause any damage. 

“OK,” Abe said, watching her. 

“T brought you something.” Gina reached 
under the coffee table and produced a box 
with wires trailing out of it. 

“What's all that?” Abe asked. 

“A security system. A bit dated, but still 
good. It was top notch in 2012.” 

“Oh, yeah? Where did it come from?” 

“An old friend passed, and I've had it 
lying around ever since. My own system is 
more up to date.” 

“And you want me to have it?” 

Gina nodded. “The truth is, Abe, I watch 
out for you. My friend that spotted your 
would-be robber checks in on you from time 
to time for me. When I'm too busy to do it 
myself.” She leaned forward and took Abe's 


hands softly. “You're kind of like family to me 
here, and so I'm a bit protective.” 

Abe was_ touched, surprised, and 
confused. But he focused on the warm feeling 
she had given him. “Do you really?” 

She nodded. “So, considering your break- 
in, I wanted to get this installed and show you 
how to work it. Also, I'll have a guy stop by 
first thing in the morning to replace the 
window in your kitchen.” 

Abe didn't know what to say. He was 
beginning to tear up. Seeing this, Gina patted 
him on the shoulder. “It's all right, Abe. I've 
got you.” 

“Got me what?” he asked. 

Gina smiled as she stood, placing the box 
down on the table instead. “It means I'm going 
to handle things for you. Make sure everything 
is good around here.” 

Abe watched her go into the kitchen and 
help herself to a beer from the fridge. 

“T had no idea you cared so much,” he 
called after her. 

She returned a moment later and offered 
him a bottle as well. “I've grown attached to 
you over the last couple years,” she told him. 

“T have to you, also,” Abe said, noticing 


the leftover brownies beside him and picking 
up one. Gina stopped him from biting into it. 

“Wait, there. We're going out for some 
dinner.” 

“We are? Where to?” 

Gina shrugged. “Doesn't matter to me. 
What are some places you like?” 

Abe hadn't eaten out at a restaurant in a 
long while. He wasn't even sure what places 
there were in town anymore. After giving it 
some thought, he looked at her blankly. “I 
don't know, sweetie.” 

Gina laughed. It had been such a 
grandfatherly look and remark. 

“Well, Donny has some good food. Have 
you ever been to his sports bar?” she asked. 

“Hmm...I'm not sure if I have. But if so, 
it's been years.” 

“Well, Donny is a great cook. And he's 
working tonight or is supposed to be.” 

“And if he's not?” 

“We'll go someplace else. I want you to 
get some of Donny's food, not one of the part- 
time cooks'.” 

Abe nodded and slowly got himself up. 
“That sounds fine. Just let me go change my 
clothes and I'll be back down.” 


Gina watched him climb the stairs 
crookedly, and wondered why he still did it. 
The house was just too big for Abe, and 
having the bedroom up there was making it all 
even more difficult. But she knew he would 
never leave, especially at this point. How 
much longer did he really have? And all of his 
memories were at this place. May as well let 
him die here in peace, with familiarity. 

And security, she told herself, looking at 
the box on the coffee table with some 
satisfaction. 
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As Gina was driving Abe into town for dinner, 
Robby was coming out of the shower and 
drying off. His bathroom was small, but the 
apartment itself was nice enough; two 
bedrooms, two baths (one of which was 
attached to the master). His job paid well 
enough, especially for a single man without 
anyone relying on him. He ate out plenty and 
went to the movies several times a month. But 
the problem was he also liked to gamble and 
had gotten in deep with some unhappy people. 
And though they had taken it easy on him 
initially, threats were now being made, and he 


knew bad stories about these guys; it was best 
that he hurried and paid them back. 

This meant he would need to return to 
Abe's within the next few days. He was off 
again in two, but did he really need to wait 
until then? Technically, he could go up the 
mountain in the middle of his shift and it 
probably wouldn't matter; his boss was 
unlikely to check the GPS on his truck and ask 
why he'd visited Lydia's Shadow for a couple 
hours. But then again, if something were to go 
wrong and he was there longer, that could 
raise some questions. 

Probably best if I did it on my next day off, 
he thought, not too happy about it. He wanted 
the money now, not later. He hoped no one 
came knocking before then; he hated being 
bothered, and the few threats he'd received so 
far had made him anxious in more ways than 
one. 

Robby's phone rang from the other room, 
and so he stopped in mid-shave to retrieve it. 
On the screen, he saw that it was his sister 
calling. He wondered what she wanted; he 
didn't hear from Evie often. 

“What's up?” he answered. 

“Are you OK?” 


Robby made a face. “Uh, yeah. Why?” 

“Someone put this, ugh, what do you call 
it—a prayer card, I guess—onto my door 
frame this afternoon.” 

“A prayer card? For who?” 

Evie sounded frustrated. “For you, 
dipshit.” 

Robby's heart sank. A prayer card for 
him? Like the kind you got at a funeral? That 
couldn't be good. 

“Ohi? 

“What do you know about it?” she 
demanded. 

“Um, it's nothing. Just ignore it.” 

“Are you in trouble or something?” 

“Just getting a little harassment, but it 
will be fine. I've got it covered.” 

“Well, whoever you pissed off knows 
where I live. And I don't like it.” 

“Yeah, that's a bit unnerving,” Robby 
admitted. 

“Take care of your shit and make sure 
these assholes stay the fuck away from me.” 
The line went dead. 

Robby looked at his phone to make sure 
the call was actually ended, and then tossed it 
aside. “Shit,” he said, exhaling and looking 


around the quiet room. Maybe he needed to 
just skip work and get this burglary done 
tomorrow. He could fake being sick; everyone 
does it at some point. What's a missed day of 
work compared to an ass beating? Or even 
death, if these guys were bad enough to do 
such a thing. He wasn't entirely sure. 
Hopefully, they were just good at putting the 
scare in people. 

“But I probably shouldn't test their 
limits,” he decided aloud, returning to the 
bathroom and picking up his razor again. But 
instead of finishing the shave, he just stared at 
himself in the mirror for a long minute. 

He suddenly wished he had never placed 
a bet in his damn life. 
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When Gina and Abe returned to the house 
after dinner, the security system had been 
installed. Abe didn't know who had done it, 
and never got around to asking. Gina went 
about the house, explaining how it all worked 
and telling him how to use it. Everything went 
right over his head, but Gina gave him a cell 
phone with the video feed synced to it as if 
that would make it all easier. 


“T've got this on my phone as well,” she 
said to him, flipping through the options of 
the application for Abe to see. “That way if 
someone pays you a visit, I will also know 
about it, and come check on you. Or send 
someone in my place.” 

Abe looked at her hard. “Do you really 
think this is all necessary?” 

“You had someone here earlier. I'm 
betting they will return.” 

Abe felt a bit honored that Gina cared so 
much about his well-being. He didn't even feel 
that kind of protection from his own kids. 
Stephen still hadn't bothered to call him back; 
he’d checked the answering machine as soon 
as they’d returned to the house. 

“So...what now?” he asked her, looking 
around as if he was now living within a prison 
cell. 

Gina placed a hand on his back. “You 
could go to bed if you want. I'll get out of your 
hair.” 

Abe was feeling tired. He was so happy to 
be sleeping again. Even when his insomnia 
lasted just a couple days, it felt like a lifetime 
at his age. 

“Bed, yes. Going to bed sounds nice,” he 


said, nodding and moving toward the stairs. 

Gina watched him begin in _ their 
direction, and asked, “Have you ever thought 
about moving your room to the lower level, 
Abe?” 

Abe was whistling lightly under his 
breath and turned to look over at her. “What 
was that?” 

“T said, have you ever thought about 
moving your bedroom down here instead?” 

Abe looked from the stairs to her. “I 
wouldn't know where to begin. And I'm not 
crazy about the idea of strangers in my house 
rearranging it.” 

“Well, if I was here to monitor it all, 
would you be OK with it?” 

Abe gave it a moment of thought and 
shrugged. He rarely put up a fight over 
anything these days. It was easier to just 
agree. “I suppose that would be fine.” 

Gina looked at her watch for a second, 
and then back at him. “Well, let me get out of 
here. I'll call you sometime about moving 
everything downstairs. It would be a lot easier 
on you.” 

Abe simply nodded and began to climb 
the stairs. Gina watched him go about 


halfway, and then left out the front door, 
turning the bottom lock as she went. When 
Abe reached the top of the stairs, he was 
exhausted (and still full from dinner). He 
doubted he'd have any trouble sleeping 
tonight. 
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The next morning, Abe was in the mood to go 
about town. It was a weekday, so everything 
was open by nine, which was about the time 
he exited Unicoi Drive on his trike. As he rode, 
he whistled, enjoying the cool, early-morning 
air, and the sound of the birds having their 
first discussion of the day. 

Lydia's Shadow was especially beautiful 
first thing in the morning. It was cold, but the 
wind wasn't blowing this time. Abe had 
bundled up in expectation and was actually 
building up a slight sweat during his ride. Of 
course, it took a lot out of him to go such a 
distance and at his age, but his legs were 
strong from years of this routine. Any other 
man his age probably would have died 
halfway down Unicoi, if not sooner. 

Even with it being the start of the day, 
Abe wore his headband flashlight. It gleamed 


in the rising sun, occasionally reflecting off 
stop signs and trying to blind Abe as he went. 
But he had prepared by wearing sunglasses 
this morning. A large smile was on his face as 
he rode, though he couldn't quite explain why; 
he was just in a damn good mood. Gina 
surprising him with such interest and care had 
meant a lot to him, and still there had been no 
word from his son or other children. 

When Abe turned onto Baxter—the main 
road passing through central Lydia's Shadow— 
he first made his way to the bookstore on the 
corner. It was called Lion's Books Used & New, 
and it had first been brought to life by an old 
(now deceased) friend of his from years ago. 
The person running it these days was related 
to that friend, but not directly. The wife of his 
old friend (now also deceased) had passed the 
shop over to a cousin or something. Abe didn't 
really know who, nor did he care. Though, to 
be fair, the man was nice to Abe. It just hadn't 
been the same shop ever since the takeover, as 
he thought of it. 

This morning, it was one of the owner's 
clerks opening. A young girl, maybe nineteen, 
named Aisha. She was Abe's favorite. Aisha 
was dark-skinned and beautiful. She reminded 


Abe of a childhood friend he'd had through 
middle and high school. Though he had long 
since forgotten that girl's name, Aisha still 
brought her face to mind whenever he saw 
her. The nostalgia was strong enough to make 
his heart race. 

“Oh, I'm so glad it's you today,” he told 
her as he entered the shop, smiling broadly. 

Aisha was behind the counter rearranging 
things—the desk area was a huge mess of 
papers, stacked books, and brown bags of used 
literature to sort into the store—and hadn't 
even heard Abe come in. She jumped in 
surprise, and then smiled herself, touching her 
chest. 

“Damn, Abe. You scared a girl half to 
death.” 

“T'm sorry,” he said, making his way to 
the counter to stand crookedly before her. 
“How have you been? It's been a month or so, 
hasn't it?” 

Aisha thought for a second. “Probably. I 
have only worked twice recently, and I don't 
think I saw you either of those times. Have 
you been coming by later or something?” 

Abe half nodded, not sure. “I might have. 
I don't remember, to be honest. How has 


school been?” 

“Getting busy, actually. That's why I've 
been taking less shifts,” she told him, 
returning her arrangement of things as they 
talked. “Like, right now, I've got this big paper 
I'm doing that I have to turn in at the end of 
the week.” 

“What's it about?” Abe asked. 

“Well...” she trailed off, looking away. 
Then she turned her eyes on Abe, and he could 
see she was embarrassed. “I guess it isn't so 
much of a paper as it is a story.” 

Abe brightened up. “A creative work 
assignment?” 

“Yes.” 

Abe felt giddy. “Oh, well that's hardly 
work! What's the story you're writing?” 

Aisha shrugged, her face growing red. “I 
don't know.” 

“Yes, you do. Tell me anything.” 

“Well...it's supposed to be between ten 
and twenty pages before putting in double- 
space for grading.” Aisha grinned, knowing 
that wasn't the sort of information Abe 
wanted. 

He made a face at her. “Fine, fine. I'll 
leave you alone to get to work.” 


Aisha stopped him as he turned. “Would 
you want to read it when I finish, Abe?” 

He smiled. “I would love that.” 

“OK. But if I give you a copy, you have to 
keep it to yourself.” 

“Of course, of course,” he said happily. 

“Alright then. I'll print you one when I 
finish this week and have it handy for 
whenever I see you next.” 

Abe thanked her and turned into the 
book aisles. There were maybe seven, and the 
surrounding walls of the building were 
nothing but books as well. The only time they 
really got anything in new condition was 
when a local author put something out. There 
were a few independent writers in the Tri-City 
area that would donate their books to the 
store, but it was Malcolm Ledger you saw the 
most. And he wasn't independent at all. Ledger 
was a famous bestseller who lived on Brother 
Mountain, a few miles away from Abe's place, 
actually. The store paid for his releases to be 
there, though he did give them a bigger 
discount than any chain store down the 
mountain. 

Ledger's latest novel, Wounded, was a 
continuation of an action series he had started 


late into his career. It had its very own 
cardboard display in the center of the store 
(where the aisle was large and spacious), 
complete with a Ledger cutout holding up the 
book. Abe picked up a copy and flipped 
through it. He hadn't been a fan of this 
particular series; it was Malcolm's earlier work 
that he enjoyed. Back when everything was 
rooted in drama. But the author had changed 
his style multiple times in the last thirty years, 
moving into horror for a while, then action 
and suspense. Though the series that Wounded 
continued was a popular one (sales-wise)— 
enough so that two movie adaptations had 
come of it—it was also bashed by critics for 
being a Jack Reacher rip-off. 

That wasn't what bothered Abe, however. 
He just found them hollow and a bit easy. 
Malcolm had once been famous for writing 
stories with difficult topics; it was how he had 
become a bestseller in the first place. His 
dramatic pieces were something extraordinary, 
but somewhere along the way it seemed that 
he'd forgotten how to write them. Abe figured 
the man had just tapped himself dry of the 
genre, which was a shame. To remind himself 
of how brilliant Ledger had once been, Abe 


made his way to L shelves, and rummaged 
through Ledger’s large catalog (all greatly 
used, and cheaper as a result of their 
conditions). 

“Did you need any help, Abe?” Aisha 
called from behind her counter. 

Abe shook his head and looked in her 
direction. “No, dear. Just reminiscing.” 

Aisha left her post and met him in the 
aisle. When she saw him holding Dear, What 
Have We Done?, she smiled. “I remember that 
one.” 

Abe patted the cover, its top corner 
deeply creased and curled. “If I'm not 
mistaken, this was the first novel of Malcolm's 
I ever read.” 

“Do you know him?” 

“You mean personally?” 

She nodded. 

“Sort of. I would see him on occasion at 
the lake, but it's been a while,” Abe said, 
looking down at the cover of the book. “He's 
become a bit of a hermit lately. And I very 
rarely go to Kristine these days.” 

“Is he a nice guy? Or one of those jerk 
writers?” 

Abe shrugged. “He's...well-rounded.” 


They both chuckled. 

“But you've read this one, huh?” Abe 
asked, handing her the book. 

Aisha took it and examined it. “I sure did. 
And not that long ago, now that I think about 
it. Maybe within the last five years, give or 
take.” 

“What did you think of it?” 

“It was hard,” she said. “Not, like, its 
reading level. But its subject matter, you 
know?” 

“Oh, yes. There’s a lot of pain and regret 
in this one.” 

“Yeah,” Aisha said quietly, thinking back 
on her time reading it. “But it's so good. I wish 
he would still write stuff like this.” 

“Me too,” Abe sighed. 

“Have you read his new one yet?” Aisha 
pointed at the display with Wounded. 

“No, I haven't read any from that series 
since the debut,” he confided. “I just don't care 
for that sort of book. When I was young and 
full of angst, sure. I probably would have 
enjoyed it. But not as an older man.” 

“Yeah...they're OK. It's mostly just action, 
but there's little heart to it all. Which is weird 
for him. Malcolm Ledger used to be so good at 


writing emotionally.” 

“We all grow,” Abe said. “And I think for 
Malcolm, he got tired of pulling things so 
deeply from within himself that doing books 
like that”—he pointed to Wounded—“became 
a cop-out. He was already famous by that 
point and had been for twenty years. So...I 
think he's just writing for fun these days. Easy 
fun, that is.” 

Aisha thought about something, and then 
grinned. “You know, I did a paper on him last 
year for class.” 

She had Abe's interest. “Do tell.” 
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While the Whistler was discussing the literary 
nature of Malcolm Ledger with Aisha 
Latimore, Robby was leaving one of his larger 
deliveries of the day. He always started with 
the bigger stores first, because they took the 
longest and were easiest when empty of 
people. Now, all he had to deal with were 
smaller, quicker stops. He figured that about 
lunch time, he would branch off and head into 
Lydia's Shadow to visit Abraham Tester. If the 
old man wasn't home, then he'd be forced to 
return after work. He was just hoping the job 


would go quickly and without incident. 

He hated how little experience he had in 
all this. The other night, when he had tried to 
go to bed, his anxiety had exploded, keeping 
him up all night. He wasn't used to such 
things, and it bothered him greatly. He was 
doing his best not to think too much about the 
robbery but couldn't keep it from regularly 
surfacing his mind. And how could he? It was 
a big deal, just waiting there, looming over 
him. 

In a couple hours, he was going to have 
to rob this guy. Force him to open the safe and 
get away with it. Hopefully, he wouldn't have 
to hurt the old man. He needed a mask, he 
knew that much. Or did it really matter? If 
that ginger fuck found out about his return, he 
could be identified to the cops; they had been 
face-to-face. Robby cursed himself for having 
been so careless on his last visit. 

Maybe I should just find a different way to 
get the money, he thought once more. But at the 
same time, I need it now, not later. They could be 
coming for me this moment. 

It seemed unlikely that any other 
opportunity of this magnitude would just drop 
into his lap again, unless he got lucky with the 


lottery or something. 

As Robby considered this potential in 
scratch-offs, he passed yet another gas station. 
There was one on every corner it seemed, and 
they all sold tickets. Could it actually be that 
simple? What if he did win, and this all 
became mute? 

I might as well give it a shot, he told 
himself. Unlike the robbery, there was no 
chance that buying a lottery ticket could 
backfire. He'd just be even further down in 
money. 
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Abe and Aisha talked for a good hour before 
the next customer appeared. Once Aisha left 
him to return to the counter, Abe returned to 
browsing the store. He was tempted to go back 
and read some of Malcolm's earlier work now, 
but he didn't need to pick up any copies here; 
he had his favorite titles back at the house 
already. Some were even signed. 

He looked around for another twenty 
minutes, whistling all the while, before 
deciding that he was hungry. Before leaving, 
he purchased a novel that caught his eye—The 
Blinds by Adam Sternbergh—and said _ his 


goodbyes to Aisha. 

Outside, the temperature had gone up 
several degrees. As Abe got onto his trike, he 
wondered where he would like to eat. There 
was an 80's Diner of all things down the road 
(away from the central district of Lydia's 
Shadow), and it served pretty good food 
twenty-four hours a day. After lingering 
between that and the coffee shop just a 
hundred feet up the block (where muffins and 
bagels were sold, all of which were delicious), 
Abe decided he was in the mood _ for 
something with more grease; he wanted a 
deluxe burger with potato wedges. 

So Abe turned his trike around and got to 
riding, his new book tucked into the backside 
basket of his seat. He was eager to learn more 
about this town of criminals and innocents. 
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Robby took his scratch-offs to the truck, trying 
not to let his anticipation get the best of him. 
But as he revealed the codes to each ticket, his 
hopeful mood dissolved into grouchiness. He 
tossed the losers out the window angrily and 
got the truck moving again. 

He was going to hit two more stops 


before going up the mountain. That would 
allow him to get his most important and 
busiest customers out of the way for the day; 
he didn't care much if the others had to wait 
longer than usual. 

Robby was careless that way. 
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Abe reached the diner twenty minutes later, 
about the time Robby was unloading his next 
delivery with a cigarette burning between his 
lips. Usually, Abe would have grabbed a 
comfortable booth by the window, but today 
he was feeling social. He went straight to the 
counter and took a stool. 

His waitress was new, and it was obvious. 
But he was patient with her and didn't raise a 
fuss when she still put onions on his burger 
despite his order. He was in too good a mood 
to care. Once served, he immediately began on 
the meal hungrily. 

“Don't choke now, Abe,” came a scratchy 
voice from ahead. It belonged to a fat cook, 
peering through his outlook window from the 
kitchen. 

Abe couldn't remember the man’s name, 
but it didn't matter. He swallowed his 


mouthful and said, “It would be a great way to 
go, though.” 

“T suppose that makes me feel good,” the 
cook said with a grin, coughing into his sleeve 
a moment later. 

“That still hasn't gotten any better?” Abe 
asked, remembering how much the cook had 
been coughing the last time he'd been by the 
diner (a couple weeks earlier). 

The cook put up his index finger—as in, 
uno momento—and left the kitchen. He came 
around the counter a moment later and rested 
his elbows in front of the empty spot beside 
Abe. 

“The thing is, Abe, I'm dying,” he said 
simply and quietly. “So the cough won't be 
leaving until I do.” 

Abe didn't know what to say at first. 
“What, uh, what do you have?” 

“Lung cancer,” the cook said, nodding to 
himself and then locking eyes with Abe. 
“Yeah.” 

“I'm sorry to hear that,” Abe said, 
desperately wishing he could remember the 
man's name. “How long have you known?” 

“A few days. I've been getting tests for a 
month now, but just officially got the 


confirmation.” The cook sniffled and coughed 
into his sleeve again. “It fucking sucks, man.” 

Abe had forgotten all about his food. 
“What are you going to do?” he asked. 

The cook shrugged his big shoulders. 
“Nothing, I guess. I don't have money to drain 
at the hospital. I doubt it would make much of 
a difference, you know? Why leave a big debt 
for my family once I go?” 

“How long are you going to still come 
here for work?” 

“As long as I can,” he said. “I've decided 
that whatever extra is left from each paycheck, 
I'm gonna put into an account that will pay for 
my funeral.” 

Abe felt diminished, despite hardly 
knowing the man on a personal level. This 
might have been the longest they'd ever 
talked. Just because the cook knew his name 
didn't mean they were close; everyone knew 
Abe's name. And, before old age had caught 
up to him, there had been a time Abe had 
known all their names as well. 

“Joe! I think something is burning on the 
stove,” called the new waitress from further 
down the counter, her eyes toward the 
swinging, double doors where an odor was 


escaping. 

“Shit,” the cook said, looking over his 
shoulder. He then turned back to Abe quickly. 
“T will catch up with you later,” he said, 
patting Abe on the arm and disappearing into 
the kitchen. 

Well, at least I know his name now, Abe 
thought sadly. Not that it will do him any good. 

He began to wonder how out of touch 
he'd become with the town then, and when it 
all had happened. He used to know everyone 
and what was going on with them. Was it 
simply that he'd gotten too old to keep track of 
it all, and naturally stopped asking? Or was it 
that he did ask, and just quickly forgot what 
was learned? 

The thought of it all depressed him 
greatly, and he found that he couldn't finish 
his food. When his waitress came back over to 
refill his water, he asked for a to-go box. Once 
he'd packed the remains of his meal, he called 
through the kitchen partition for Joe. When 
the cook stuck his large head through, Abe 
told him he'd keep him in his prayers. 

“Thank you, Abe. I'll see you around,” he 
replied, disappearing back into the light 
smoke trailing from the stove top. 


Abe lingered for a minute, wondering if 
he should have said anything else. He felt like 
he was leaving a conversation that needed to 
continue. But the man was at work and busy. 
What else could he do? So he paid for his 
food, leaving a generous tip for the waitress, 
and headed outside to his trike. 
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Robby was parked in the lot of Family Dollar, 
wheeling his empty dolly back toward the 
truck, when he looked up and over at the 
neighboring stores. On the other side of the 
attached Food Lion was a party shop. Robby 
paused as he looked at it, thinking. 

A few minutes later, he was inside and 
browsing for masks. There were plenty to 
choose from, as he'd expected. To look less 
conspicuous, he purchased a handful of favors 
(like hats, paper plates, streamers, and the 
like) with the Transformers impersonation he 
ended up choosing. 

At the checkout, he tried to make small 
talk with the clerk, but felt stupid doing so. 
The fat, middle-aged woman gave him nothing 
to work with; she appeared to be mostly 
asleep still. Maybe that would work in his 


favor, Robby decided as he left the store with 
his bag. 

When he got back to the truck and 
started up the engine, he realized his hands 
were shaking. His next stop was Unicoi Drive, 
and it seemed that his newfound anxiety had 
returned in sudden force. 

“Goddamn it,” he sighed. 
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Though the morning had started with such 
promise, Abe now felt saddened. He was 
almost angry with himself for having become 
detached from the town, and disappointed 
that it had taken him so long to realize it. So, 
rather than go anywhere else (originally, he'd 
planned on staying out for most of the day), 
Abe turned his trike in the direction of home. 
It was about this time that Robby had begun 
his trip up the mountainside toward Lydia's 
Shadow. 
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Robby ended up parking his truck in the 
currently empty lot of the town fairgrounds, 
located near the entrance of Lydia's Shadow. It 
would probably get some attention from 


passersby being there, but he didn't think 
anything would come of it in the end. Delivery 
trucks were often found parked in whatever 
big space they could find; it wasn't exactly 
unusual. 

From there, he knew he would need 
alternate travel to reach Unicoi Drive. 
Showing up in the truck would have gotten 
him caught too easily, but going on foot would 
also take too long (the place was several miles 
away still). So he went a little way up the road 
—enough so to be out of view of his truck— 
and called for an Uber pickup. The town only 
had a few drivers to choose from—all of which 
were college-aged—but it didn't matter much 
to Robby. As he waited for his ride to collect 
him, he thought of his cover story. Surely, his 
driver would bother him with small talk as to 
what he was doing walking into town on foot, 
up the side of a mountain. 

He had the Uber meet him at the corner 
of Baxter and Roland, where (luckily) a bench 
had been waiting for him. The driver arrived 
shortly after he did, in a light blue, eco- 
friendly vehicle of some sort. When Robby 
climbed into the backseat, he had to resist the 
urge to roll his eyes at the sight of his escort, a 


college student with long, dreaded hair. Robby 
wondered if he was a modern-day hippy. He 
hadn't had too much interaction with the type 
yet and had aimed to keep it that way. 

“Hey, man. How you doing?” the driver 
asked. 

Robby inhaled deeply, gathering himself. 
“Just looking for a quick way into town.” 

“Are you a hiker?” 

Robby saw the driver peer at him in the 
mirror, an eyebrow hitched. It was probably 
because Robby didn't have any gear, despite 
being on foot and carrying a backpack. 

“No. I, uh, just had a fight with my 
girlfriend and she kicked me out of the car,” 
he lied. 

“Well, what did you do to her?” the 
driver asked. 

Nosy fucker, Robby thought. “Does it 
matter?” he said. 

The driver took offense. “Just being 
friendly, man.” 

“By asking what I did wrong to piss off 
my girlfriend? Mind your business and just 
drive the car.” 

Robby was feeling an itch inside himself, 
one he couldn't reach. He was ready for the 


job to be done and over. “Just drop me off 
outside of Riverbed,” he added a moment 
later. “You know the neighborhood?” 

The driver nodded in the mirror but said 
nothing. 

Robby didn't care. Once at Riverbed, he 
only had a five-minute walk to Unicoi Drive. 
Then it was the home stretch, or so he 
thought. 

But he was wrong. 
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Abe was getting home about the time Robby 
was reaching Unicoi. Though he wasn't too 
physically tired, Abe felt emotionally drained. 
He set himself up on the couch in front of the 
TV, and soon fell asleep with his headband 
flashlight and coat still on. 

When he opened his eyes again, there 
was a man in a robot's mask standing before 
him with a shovel in hand. Not only that, but 
he also recognized the lettering on the handle 
of the shovel; it belonged to him. Whoever this 
was must have taken it out of the shed around 
back. 

After inspecting the intruder for a 
moment, Abe licked his lips and said, “Are you 


the man from the other day?” 

The robot mask nodded. 

“T can assume why you're here.” 

The robot mask did nothing. 

“Are you going to use my own shovel on 
me if I don't comply?” Abe asked steadily. 

“If I must,” the man said. 

It wasn't a voice Abe recognized. He 
wondered if that meant he was from out of 
town someplace. If so, he doubted he lived too 
far from Lydia's Shadow; who would travel all 
this way to bother him, regardless of the 
money he had locked away? 

Upon waking up, Abe had forgotten all 
about his new security cameras. But now he 
noticed the one set above the front door, over 
the intruder's shoulder. As his eyes fell upon it, 
Abe wondered if the man knew it was there, 
or that there were even more stationed around 
the house. He also wondered if Gina was 
watching the feed at that moment and 
preparing a response. 

“Do you have much faith in this?” Abe 
asked. 

The man seemed confused. “What do you 
mean?” 

“T mean, do you think you will get away 


with robbing me?” 

“T don't see why not,” the man lied. 

“You don't sound confident,” Abe said, 
looking him over. “In fact, you're giving off 
this...air of insecurity.” 

The man jabbed at Abe with the handle 
of the shovel roughly, bruising his chest. It 
didn't take much to do so these days. 

“Shut up,” he said simply. “Now, let's 
go.” 

“Downstairs?” Abe asked, knowing the 
answer. 

“Of course.” 

“Can I ask you something first?” 

“No.” 

“If you let me, I will open the safe 
without any trouble.” 

The intruder thought for a moment, and 
then nodded. 

“Why do you need my money? Is it worth 
the risk?” 

The intruder seemed to grunt at the 
question unhappily. “It's my only option.” 

“T doubt that,” Abe said, standing himself 
up from the couch crookedly. “But I will take 
you to the safe. It's not like I have much use 
for the money anyway.” 


He shuffled slowly toward the basement 
door, the intruder following closely behind 
with his shovel. 

“Will it be painful?” Abe asked, opening 
the door. 

“Will what be painful?” 

Abe turned to look at the masked man. 
“You killing me.” 

The intruder seemed frozen in place for a 
moment. Abe could tell much of this break-in 
was being improvised on the spot. Abe was 
just trying to buy time for Gina or one of her 
friends to show up. Assuming, she even knew 
what was taking place. 

Finally, the robot spoke. “I won't kill you 
unless you make me.” 

Abe chuckled and _ flicked on the 
basement light, illuminating the steps. “Why 
would I do that?” he asked, beginning his 
descent. 

The man followed closely still. “It would 
be stupid for you to do that, but you never 
know.” 

As they reached the bottom step, Abe 
swiped his hand through the air and said, “I 
have no interest in dying just yet. No matter 
how close to it I may look.” 


Then he flicked off the lights. 

Darkness overtook them, and the intruder 
tripped on Abe's foot as he tried to take the 
bottom step. He fell forward onto the hard, 
concrete floor and cursed. The shovel made a 
loud smacking sound during the fall, and then 
there was a sound of it being kicked away 
from him. 

“Turn on the fucking lights!” the man 
shouted, turning himself over and standing up 
in the darkness. He couldn't see anything, but 
the shuffling sound of Abe's coat alerted him 
in the corner. He turned in its direction just as 
Abe flicked on his headband flashlight. The 
sudden, bright beam blinded him, and he 
stumbled back a step. 

Abe was holding the shovel now, and he 
wasted no time. With all the strength he could 
muster, he swung it sideways and up, making 
an impact with the intruder's right rib cage. 
The man howled in pain and stumbled back 
another few steps. But he didn't fall. 

Abe was out of energy already, and 
unable to fight back when the man blindly 
launched himself forward. He tackled Abe to 
the ground, easily shattering the Whistler's 
hip. He screamed out in agony, tears 


appearing in his eyes. His headband flashlight 
was then ripped off of him so roughly that the 
back of his head smacked the concrete, putting 
him in a daze. 

“You fucking old piece of shit!” the 
intruder spat, getting off of Abe and shining 
the light down upon him to see. “I guess I'll 
have to kill you after all!” 

Abe was too stunned to react. His vision 
was doubled and blurry, and the light shining 
in his eyes was only making the disorientation 
all the worse. But then there was a sound—an 
extremely loud and close sound—that vibrated 
off the walls with a fierce intensity. 

Abe lost consciousness then, completely 
unaware of what had just happened. 
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Robby spat something up. For him, the sound 
had accompanied a stinging bite at the side of 
his neck. He grabbed the spot with his free 
hand—the other still holding the headband 
flashlight above Abe—and felt a gush of blood 
running down onto his shoulder. 

“The fuck?” he gargled, his mouth full of 
a metallic-tasting stickiness. He could barely 
breathe with the mask on, so he tore it off and 


quickly returned the hand to his neck. He 
stood and turned toward the stairs where a 
small amount of light was spilling gently down 
from the doorway. It was just enough to see a 
figure standing there. 

“Go away!” Robby yelled, waving his 
hand and sending splashes of blood about. 
“This...this doesn't concern you.” He was 
staggering in place now, he realized. He tried 
making his way toward the stairs, dropped the 
flashlight, and then fell onto the first few 
steps. His forehead collided with the edge of 
one and split the skin. This injury, however, 
was too slight for him to notice. 

Robby began to climb on his hands and 
knees, occasionally looking up to see if his 
attacker was still there at the top. 
Unsurprisingly, the figure remained in place, 
watching him. Robby couldn't tell if it was the 
ginger or not. All he could think was that he 
was dying. This person had clearly shot him, 
and Robby had fucked up the job. 

“T wasn't...1 wasn’t going to hurt him,” he 
said with some difficulty. His mouth seemed 
to be full of blood now. The figure just looked 
down at him, a blur through his straining eyes. 
It seemed that he was already fading away. He 


tried to repeat himself, just several steps shy of 
the top. 

“T wasn't...” 

Then he stopped moving. 
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When Abe awoke, he was lying in a hospital 
bed, shivering cold. The first thing he did was 
pull the blankets up around him, wishing they 
were thicker. This small amount of movement 
was enough to stir the person sleeping in the 
chair beside him. He looked over and saw that 
it was Gina. 

“Keep it slow,” she said, standing and 
moving closer. 

“Am I in the hospital?” Abe asked. 

She nodded. “Do you remember what 
happened?” 

Abe thought about it for a moment and 
then shook his head. He couldn't remember 
anything after talking with Joe at the diner, 
and even that interaction was set in fog. “Is 
Joe OK?” he asked her. 

Gina raised an eyebrow. “Who?” 

“The cook.” 

“What cook?” 

“From the diner.” 


Gina realized who he meant and smiled. 
“Of course. He wasn't at the house with you.” 

Abe began to cry, though he didn't know 
why. “That's not what I meant,” he said. 

Gina tried to comfort him. “Then tell me 
what you meant.” 

“He's dying.” 

Gina was one of the few who knew about 
the cancer and was surprised to learn Abe did 
as well. “Well, sure. But not right this 
moment, Abe.” 

He looked at her, thinking as hard as he 
could about that morning. “I...guess not.” 

“Was that where you went yesterday?” 

“Yesterday?” 

Gina nodded. “Yes. You've been here 
since then. I checked on you a couple times 
that morning, and for a while you were gone 
from your house. Is the diner where you 
went?” 

Abe tried his best to remember. “I think 
SO...” 

“Do you remember coming home at all 
after?” 

He shook his head. 

Gina looked down momentarily and 
cursed under her breath. Then she looked back 


up at him. “Well, you did hit your head at 
least once, Abe. I guess I'm not all that 
surprised it knocked a bit out of you.” 

Abe looked around the room. It was only 
him and Gina. “Where's Mary?” he asked. 

This question seemed to hurt Gina, 
though Abe didn't understand why. She put a 
hand on his shoulder and squeezed gently. 
“Abe, you got hurt yesterday. Not only your 
head, but your hip as well. And some other 
deep bruising. I told the doctor I'd help you 
get better, OK?” 

He nodded slowly, still confused. “What 
about Mary?” 

Gina appeared to really have some 
difficulty with this question and turned away 
from Abe. She headed for the door. “I'm going 
to talk to the doctor for a minute,” she said on 
her way out. 

Once alone, Abe looked around. His mind 
was empty for several seconds—though it felt 
like minutes—until Joe returned there. He 
kept thinking about the lung cancer the cook 
had mentioned to him, and how he didn't have 
the money to try treating it. He couldn't 
explain why, but Abe wanted to help him 
more than anything right then. He felt a 


compulsion to return to the diner and talk to 
the cook. And everyone else, for that matter. 
He felt deeply alone, and he hated it. He 
wanted to be around his neighbors so badly 
that it hurt his chest. 

Gina returned then and saw the lost look 
in his eyes. “Are you feeling OK, Abe?” 

He licked his lips and nodded. “I need 
your help,” he told her. 

“Of course, Abe. What is it?” 

“T need you to visit my safe and give Joe 
all the money he needs.” 


STUBBY LEGS 


Dawson looked like any other neighborhood- 
based park. Visually, at least. Its surrounding 
woods, however, housed something dark and 
ancient. The established trails—five in all, 
interlocking—were clear and safe. But beyond 
them, the trees sank and hunched over like 
claws, growing tightly in clusters and creating 
a dangerous labyrinth. 

Lauren seemed to be the only visitor to 
actually use the wooded trails. She never saw 
anyone else, though she didn't understand 
why. Sure, people had disappeared at Dawson 
before, but the last incident had been more 
than a decade earlier. So why the aversion? 
She liked the paths. In fact, she walked them 
several times a week. 

Up until a year ago, she had never 


particularly found the woods to be all that 
menacing. She always stuck to the trails, and 
all was well (for the most part). There was, 
however, a specific mile marker that left her 
uncomfortable. It was colder there for 
whatever reason and surrounded by frenzied 
bugs. Oddly enough, the spot couldn't be 
avoided by the switching of trails; they all 
passed the bend eventually. 

It was a year ago that Lauren first 
ventured off the path where Marker 12 
appeared. At the time, she had never seen a 
reason to fear a closer look into the woods. 
And on that particular morning—as Lauren 
came upon the marker where the trail bent— 
she could hear birds singing. They were 
separated from the trail, and she'd wanted to 
find them. But within seconds of passing the 
marker, she had been attacked by a swarm of 
mosquitoes and ground hornets. As she fled, a 
part of her had sworn those chirping birds had 
begun screaming frantically in the distance. 
But that was surely just her imagination. 

Nevertheless, ever since that day, she 
took the proceeding bend of 12 faster than any 
other. She no longer wanted to linger in that 
part of the forest if she could help it. Why no 


redirects existed from that marker was beyond 
her. How could a trail on the opposite end of 
the park place her exactly 12 miles from the 
start of one centered in Dawson? The distances 
seemed to magically retract to that point. 

Whatever the explanation, Lauren had 
become hesitant about that marker ever since 
the birds. Now she avoided the woods 
whenever alone. Her dog, an Irish Terrier by 
the name of Shaggy, would now accompany 
her to Dawson Park for walks. And Shaggy 
seemed to agree that something was different 
about that marker, as his tail usually went 
between his legs when the time came to pass 
it, his eyes frequently scanning the 
surrounding forest. 

Now that winter was finally leaving 
Maryland, Lauren had returned to her regular 
park visits. The walk began in_ the 
neighborhood, about a mile away from the 
park and its surrounding forest, and then 
exited Cherry Oakridge to the main road. On 
the other side, down a little way, was Dawson. 
The woods were located at the far end, its 
trails sprouting out from the corners of the 
field, as well as several other centered spots. 
Each was represented by a different color, red 


being her favorite. 

From one end of Dawson to the other, 
Lauren guessed there was a mile of fields. But 
the forest was much larger than that. She had 
walked every path available—at a time of 
hoping to discover a way around Marker 12— 
and understood how easy it could be to lose 
yourself without those trails. 

On the day of this story, there was 
nothing that could keep Lauren from using 
Dawson's trails. It was seventy-four degrees 
outside, aided with a cool and consistent 
breeze. It was the perfect weather for walking. 
Once she got up from bed, she reminded 
herself that it was Saturday (no school) and 
rushed outside to feel the sun against her skin. 
After months of bitter cold, it felt like heaven 
as she stood there in the grass. Barefoot and in 
her light blue pajamas, she closed her eyes 
and absorbed it all. 

Not long after—with breakfast in her 
stomach, and clothes on her back—she 
charged out the front door with Shaggy. It 
took about an hour for them to reach the park, 
which was a little slower than normal. But 
Lauren was a tad out of shape now and knew 
her pace would quicken in the coming weeks. 


Shaggy was in an especially playful mood 
that morning, so Lauren had brought along 
one of his favorite tennis balls to keep him 
busy. Once they were away from the roads 
and cars, she threw it across the first Dawson 
field. Shaggy retrieved it quickly and happily, 
running back to her with a spring in his step. 

Lauren got in only one other throw of the 
ball before she and Shaggy reached the forest 
line on the opposite end of the field. She had, 
of course, directed them to the start of the red 
trail, which was marked by a large sign 
featuring a painted map of the woods. It 
showed where each path went, where they 
crossed, and the distance traveled. It did not, 
however, note the marker that seemed to exist 
no matter which trail you chose. Lauren had 
noticed that recently, after years of ignoring 
the map. Now she couldn't walk past the sign 
without feeling a slight shiver. 

“Ready, boy?” Lauren asked as_ they 
approached the start of Red. Shaggy's tail 
wagged happily as he bit down on the tennis 
ball in his mouth. Once within the woods, 
Lauren knew their game would have to end; to 
throw the ball would mean losing it off trail. 

Unfortunately, Shaggy proved to be too 


hyper to ignore. After just a few minutes of 
being on the trail, he had begun to run circles 
around her, jumping against her clothing 
every couple laps. He was desperate for their 
game to continue, but Lauren wasn't willing to 
chance it. Instead, she broke down and 
decided to roll it for him. It wasn't much of an 
exercise, but it was better than having Shaggy 
dirtying up her new shirt and favorite pants. 

Every time Lauren rolled his ball, it 
would only be about ten or fifteen feet ahead 
of them. Shaggy would then have it back in 
his mouth immediately. He wasn't going to 
burn off his energy this way, but there wasn't 
much else she could do for him until they 
were back out of the woods. 

“What's gotten into you today?” she 
asked as Shaggy charged her again with the 
ball in his mouth. “Are you trying to make up 
for your winter hibernation?” 

And it had certainly been a long one. The 
cold had launched itself full force during that 
past October and kept strong until early April. 
They were currently in May, still happily 
surprised with every warm morning they 
awoke to find. Even in the past few spring 
weeks, there had been several days carrying 


temperatures below forty. 

Lauren had been looking forward to the 
spring warmth with increasing eagerness. She 
had missed her long walks; the treadmill just 
wasn't the same, and Shaggy would agree. 
Without the scenery, it was just...exercise. It 
was hard to get excited about that sometimes. 

As they rounded their first curve in the 
trail, Lauren noted the 0.4 marker. She rolled 
the ball again for Shaggy, who retrieved and 
returned it within seconds. Looking around 
herself, she admired the way the sunlight was 
breaking through the treetops. There were 
shadows dancing across the trail like nature's 
musical, accompanied by the sounds of the 
forest. 

As she let her mind wander, she realized 
that she was coming up on her last summer as 
a high school student. In just a few months, 
she'd be in her senior year, preparing for 
graduation. She had yet to decide where she 
would go next. College, surely, but which one? 
Near or far? There were a couple somewhat 
close that were good enough in her eyes. She 
had an older brother who had gone up the 
road to Towson. He was still there, actually. 
Lauren had only been there twice, but she had 


liked what she'd seen. 

She was pretty sure she wanted to remain 
close. Wherever she ended up going, Lauren 
knew she wanted there to be good places for 
her to walk. She wanted scenery. She wanted 
the woods. If she could have them, mountains 
would be nice. A farm of horses she could 
train and ride... 

Shaggy began to bark repeatedly for 
Lauren's attention, disrupting her daze. She 
looked around them and tried to calculate 
how far they'd gone. Up ahead, she could see 
another marker, but it was still too far for her 
to read. Leaning down momentarily, she 
retrieved the ball from Shaggy's mouth. After 
she rolled it ahead, she wiped her hands 
against her jeans. 

Dog drool. God love it. 

They were coming closer to the next 
marker now. Shaggy hadn't bothered to run 
back to her with the ball just yet. Instead, he 
was waiting beside the sign as she neared. 

Fifteen feet. 

Ten. 

Now she could see it clearly enough, 
though the sun was casting an angled glare 
upon it. 


Marker 0.8 Soon they would be coming 
to the bend in the trail that was home to 12 
Even now, after the hundreds of times she had 
walked past the spot, her heart began to race. 
She felt nervousness build inside her, and she 
ushered Shaggy to remain close as_ they 
continued down the trail. 

It was only a couple minutes later that 
she could see far enough ahead to where the 
next sign awaited. At the curve, where the 
trees seemed more brittle, with limbs that 
hung over low enough that she would have to 
duck down beneath them. 

And in that moment, she realized she 
loathed Marker 12 She did not, in the least, 
like how that part of the trail made her feel. 
Even worse, she felt like she couldn't 
rationalize her fear of it. Once, she had tried 
talking to her best friend about it and received 
only chuckles of torment for her share. Of 
course, her friend hadn't meant to be cruel 
about it, but Lauren had felt embarrassed 
nevertheless, and had kept her discomfort a 
secret since. 

She hated Marker 12 and whatever it was 
hiding. At that moment, she felt certain that 
there was another world beyond that 


sign...different beings and creatures, perhaps. 
As if passing that marker would be passing 
through to another dimension. Something she 
could not possibly understand. 

In Lauren's distracted thinking, a branch 
scraped across her forehead, bringing her back 
to reality. And just in time to realize that she 
was now at the foot of the marker. She ducked 
down several inches to get out of reach of the 
writhing trees and took note of how cold it 
had become here. In this spot. Where all was 
eerily quiet, and the plant life seemed to die. 
Not even the sun was visible. It was as if time 
stood still. 

And Shaggy was absent from the scene. 

Oh, God, where had he gone? Lauren 
frantically spun in place, the branches 
catching her several times in the process. But 
she was no longer concerned with them. 
Where was her dog? 

“Shaggy?” she squeaked at first. Then, 
after finding her voice, “SHAGGY!” 

Two quick barks from her left. She turned 
to follow. They had come from the direction 
beyond the marker. That damned marker. 

“Shaggy?” 

This response came as a squeal, or a 


whelp. She didn't know which to consider it, 
nor did she really care. Either way, it was a 
rare sound Shaggy only made when he was 
startled or hurt. Panic rose from within her 
chest, and Lauren began to sweat, even with 
the attack of suddenly cold air. 

She pushed past the marker and stood at 
the edge of the trail. It was only a few inches 
further behind the post. It wasn't much of a 
step at all, and yet she felt as if she had 
already run into the depths of an unknown 
darkness that could very well take hold of her 
and never let go. 

“Shaggy?” she repeated, this time in a 
whisper. A single tear ran down the side of her 
face. Everything was silent. Then there was a 
new sound, one that made her eyebrows rise 
in curiosity and surprise. 

Had she just heard a laugh? High pitched 
and inhuman? Or had it just been the wind, 
flowing through the twisted branches of the 
trees ahead? Whatever the sound, it seemed to 
have echoed from various directions. Though 
she couldn't be sure, she thought maybe it had 
come from beyond the marker. Something was 
drawing her attention to it, something she 
couldn't explain. 


Licking her lips and taking a deep breath, 
Lauren stepped off the trail and into the 
leaves. Immediately, she felt as if the ground 
was sinking beneath her. Everywhere had 
been dry, even the large field of the park, but 
here it was muddy. Maybe there was a swamp 
further ahead. That would explain the 
multitude of bugs that had attacked her the 
last time she'd ventured past the sign. 

But oddly, at that moment, there were no 
insects invading her personal space. It was as 
if something was keeping them at bay. She 
thought, with a chill, It's that laugh that's 
scaring them. 

As she looked about her feet, Lauren 
spotted a useful tree branch, and picked it up. 
It was thick, and maybe two feet long. She 
would keep it with her and use it as a bat if 
she must. The protection wasn't as comforting 
as it should have been, but at least it was 
something with weight. 

Taking several more steps out, Lauren 
pushed through two trees that had grown up 
against one another. It was a tight squeeze 
between them, as if she were pushing out of a 
womb of certainty, and entering a world she 
could not possibly fathom in her moment of 


rebirth. 

Once free of the clenched gap, she 
stumbled forward, almost falling. Suddenly, 
she could barely see anything around her. 
Everything had become shrouded in darkness. 
The trees above her seemed to be working 
together to close off the sky from these 
grounds; an unspoken conspiracy to keep as 
little sun from breaking through as possible. 

Swallowing hard, she yelled out for 
Shaggy once more. Then she listened closely, 
not moving a muscle. The only sound she 
heard was a sort of growl, maybe a hundred 
feet ahead. Was Shaggy cornered by some 
other animal? Were they having a standoff 
nearby? She needed to find out. There was no 
way she was going to leave him behind in this 
cruel place, no matter how petrified she felt. 

The grip she had on the branch was 
tightening with every step she took. The trees 
were all quite close together but set off in 
pairs it seemed. She was able to move freely 
around them, but she couldn't help but 
imagine they were forming a maze for her...as 
if they had a plan to keep her lost beyond the 
marker, searching for an escape even if she did 
manage to find Shaggy along the way. 


She didn't like the situation one bit. But 
even as she felt the terror build within her, she 
felt something else...strength, perhaps. She 
wasn't sure how to describe it. Determination? 
Her love for Shaggy was keeping her legs 
moving forward, into the cold and thickening 
air. How awfully congested it all had become! 
Almost like smoke, but invisible. Every few 
seconds, she began to cough from it. 

And that terrible smell. Oh God, what 
was it? Rotting flesh? She supposed she had 
never knowingly smelled such a thing, but 
that was where her mind jumped to, 
nevertheless. 

Something had to have died out here. 
Maybe several things. But she saw no bodies 
(yet). What she saw was a ground covered in 
leaves, and mud beneath them. 

As if everything wasn't queer enough, she 
could now hear the intense buzzing of insects 
as if they were upon her, but she could not see 
them. A few more steps and she couldn't help 
herself anymore. She twirled around in search 
of the sound. It took a moment or two, but 
then she decided to look up...slowly, for 
somehow she knew what she was going to 
find. And sure enough, above her head, a mere 


few feet, were the bugs. Thousands of them. 
Mosquitoes, mostly. Whatever else was in 
those swarms, they sounded angry. 

And hungry. Very, very hungry. 

A new chill shot down Lauren's spine, 
and she brought her eyes back down. As best 
she could, she ignored the sound as it followed 
her deeper into the woods. Ahead, she could 
have sworn there was a clearing. Maybe a 
creek bed or a swamp. Subconsciously, she 
began to relax ever so slightly. A change of 
scenery would be nice, whatever it was. 

Careful now, she told herself, noticing the 
deflation of her muscles. There could be 
something even worse in this clearing. You don't 
know. 

And she didn't. In fact, she was quite 
surprised by what she found. Sure enough, 
there was a clearing, but it was not for a creek 
bed or a swamp. It was something...brighter. 
Here, there was grass. Green grass. It was 
living well, not dead or dying. And there was 
even light! The sun was shining down from a 
clearing of tree branches above. Even the bugs 
had left her. Looking back at the way she'd 
come, she could see the swarm hovering 
angrily at the tree line. 


What is this place? she wondered. Had she 
been wrong all this time? Was Marker 12 just 
a scary crossway to something wonderful that 
wanted to remain secret? This place was like a 
little slice of heaven, preserved from the 
world. But why? And what did it hold? 

Suddenly, Lauren felt as if she were being 
watched. She took several steps into the grass 
and looked around herself. She saw nothing 
except one large, healthy-looking tree in the 
center of the clearing. There were berry 
bushes on each side of it, like a fence. A 
strange thought crossed her mind, one that 
showed Shaggy beyond those bushes chewing 
on his tennis ball happily. 

This was all just a game he was playing. 
Dogs were intuitive like that. She had been 
surprised by Shaggy's intelligence many times. 
He knew this place existed all along, and just 
wanted to lure Lauren to it the only way he 
could: by using fear that he was being hurt. 

A happy flutter whisked through her 
heart, and the hint of a smile passed her lips. 
But it was only momentary, because a second 
later she noticed something that had somehow 
evaded her attention until that moment. She 
couldn't believe she could have missed _ it 


before. 

There was a door dead ahead. By God, 
there was actually a small door at the base of 
the tree. Was she imagining it? She was still at 
least twenty feet away. It could have possibly 
been a trick of the light. Surely, that's what it 
was. And for a minute or two, Lauren stood in 
place, admiring its appearance. It was only 
two feet high, maybe. One foot wide. Painted 
red, but not smoothly. The paint was crusty 
and littered with bumps and bubbles. As for 
the handle, it wasn't a brass knob, like back at 
home. It was...something else. 

Lauren moved forward, fixated on the 
thing that should have been a doorknob (but 
wasn't). The closer she got, the more she felt 
like it was a cluster of white rocks pushed 
through a hole. Beneath them was darkness, as 
if she could reach through to the inside of the 
tree base. 

It wasn't until she was within three feet 
of them that she was able to make sense of 
what she was seeing. What she had initially 
assumed were white rocks were actually too 
smooth and perfectly shaped...They were more 
like bones. And the way they hung down like 
teeth...Well, that was because they were teeth. 


She was looking at part of a skull. 

For reasons she couldn't quite explain, 
she continued forward, her breath caught in 
her chest. She took a knee before the small 
door, and gently slid her fingers across the 
teeth. The fractured skull piece had been fitted 
tightly into a small hole in the door. It was 
certainly fixed to be the handle. You were 
meant to just grab the upper jaw—which she 
did now—and locate the locking mechanism— 
which she could feel beneath her fingertips. 
She wasn't sure exactly what it was, but it felt 
like bone as well. It was like a small tongue 
hanging out from the wood. 

She began to flip it upward...and stopped. 
She noticed something else about the door 
now. As soon as it struck her, she fell 
backward, disgusted. Looking at the red paint 
in horror, she made sense of how crudely it 
had been applied. 

It was blood. 

Jumping to her feet quickly and 
frantically, Lauren slapped her hands against 
her jeans repeatedly. She made a squirming 
sound, wanting to scream. She hopped in 
circles several times with her eyes closed and 
clenched her teeth tightly. 


She had touched blood and bone. What 
the hell kind of door was this? Who lived in 
the base of a tree? What was inside? She 
wanted to know, but she was terrified at the 
same time. She wanted to run home, 
screaming at the top of her lungs. What had 
possessed her to drop her guard and touch this 
death door? 

A nearby growl caught her attention, and 
she stopped moving all together. Her eyes 
were wide, rolling in their sockets as she 
examined her surroundings. What direction 
had that sound come from? She knew it well. 
This time she was positive it had been Shaggy. 
He wasn't far at all. 

She listened carefully for several seconds, 
and then heard the sound again. This time it 
was quickly followed by an angry bark, both 
of which came from the direction of the tree. 
Lauren looked over at it with suspicious and 
frightened eyes. She choked momentarily on 
her own spit as her legs took her unsteadily 
closer to the door. Again, she knelt down 
before it, and reached out for the handle, the 
upper jaw. She found the small tongue behind 
the teeth and flipped it completely up. The 
latch, wherever it was, released. 


“Open it,” she whispered to herself. “Go 
ahead and push it forward.” And then, in her 
head, What are you waiting for?! 

The blood-painted door creaked loudly at 
the hinges as she applied the necessary force. 
Inside, it was severely dark. Forward, up, and 
around, it was nothing but a hollow tree base. 
But down, there was a hole. Reluctantly, 
Lauren pushed her head through the doorway 
and examined the drop. It was maybe six feet 
at most, and at the bottom, there was a 
shimmer of candlelight illuminating a small 
pile of acorns and berries. 

Standing up and taking a step backward, 
Lauren examined the size of the doorway. If it 
had led into an actual room, Shaggy probably 
could have gotten inside. But, instead, there 
was nothing but a tight drop down. Her curly 
haired boy would never have been able to go 
down that, even if someone (or something) 
had tried to force his size. 

But she could swear that the same 
grumbling sound from earlier was echoing 
from down within the hole. Which must have 
meant...there was another way inside. Yes, of 
course. Maybe a cellar staircase or something 
of the kind (hopefully painted with less blood 


and fixed with less bone). 

Lauren moved over to the bushes on her 
left and looked them over briefly. They 
appeared normal enough, and_ smelled 
wonderful, but she didn't trust them. She 
trusted nothing about this clearing anymore. 
At first, it had seemed like a secret retreat. But 
now she was sure it was all a trap. Everything 
here had a secret motive, even if she hadn't 
yet figured them out. 

The wicked laugh announced itself for 
the second time since her passing of the 
marker, and Lauren was positive it had come 
from the other side of the clearing. She leaped 
over the bushes and landed in more grass as 
green as God could make it. This part of the 
clearing was smaller, and only went on for 
maybe thirty feet before the tree line regained 
control of the woods. As with the other side, 
there appeared to be nothing there. 

At first glance, at least. For only a few 
feet ahead, Lauren spotted a dirty patch within 
the brilliant green grass. Considering how 
clean everything else was in this clearing, the 
small blotch stood out like a sore thumb. And 
there was even something familiar about it... 

As soon as she was upon it, Lauren 


realized the browning patch was actually 
Shaggy's dirty tennis ball. As much as she was 
proud of the object for tarnishing the 
picturesque “lawn” of hidden evil, she knelt 
down to remove it. As she did so, her heart 
pounded in her chest uncomfortably. This 
must have been the spot Shaggy had been 
taken. And for all she knew, something was 
sneaking up behind her as she was leaning 
forward. 

As if to catch a culprit in the act, Lauren 
jumped up (ball in hand) and spun around, 
prepared to defend herself. But no one was 
there. All she saw was the back of the large 
tree. Looking it up and down, she _ half 
expected to see windows further up its bark. 
But there were none. This place only looked 
harmless on the outside, but 
inside...something monstrous and violent was 
hiding. She could sense it. 

Faintly, and from below, Lauren swore 
she heard the words, “Keep still, you pesky 
beast!” in a high-pitched voice. Looking 
around her feet, she slowly scaled the grass in 
search of a hidden passageway. She couldn't 
help but wonder if there was a_ trap 
somewhere below her, and maybe that was 


how Shaggy had been caught. Whatever had 
taken him must have been small enough to fit 
through the blood-painted door around the 
front. Though Lauren was certainly scared, she 
also felt confident that she'd be able to handle 
something she imagined was no bigger than a 
child... 

As she thought this, her right foot 
dropped into darkness, causing her to nearly 
fall forward. Luckily, she caught herself and 
straightened, despite having done so without a 
bit of grace. Then, peering down, she saw the 
trap hole she had activated. Like with the drop 
in the base of the tree, there was a shimmering 
light five or six feet below. She was relieved to 
see there weren't any spikes awaiting her at 
the bottom. Rather, there was a_ loosely 
hanging net, recently disturbed and unhinged 
from its place. 

Because of Shaggy, she told herself. He 
had been caught in its snare, only to be 
dragged off somewhere underground moments 
later. It was then that she began to wonder 
how much of a world there was beneath the 
grass. Was it just a series of tight tunnels? Or 
were there rooms burrowed out as well? 
Maybe neither existed. Maybe there was just a 


pit of lava or boiling water heated by the inner 
layers of the Earth. 

Lauren didn't have time for this. She 
wanted to get Shaggy and leave, sooner than 
later. Without further consideration, she 
slowly lowered herself down into the hole. It 
wasn't difficult, thanks to her height of five 
ten. However, she did have to hunch 
awkwardly when standing, the dirt rubbing 
against her hair and scalp uncomfortably. 

Looking around, she realized she was at 
the end of a tunnel. In the direction of the tree 
base, the hall emptied into (what appeared to 
be) a room. It was hard to tell from the 
distance and poor lighting. But Lauren felt 
sure she was now inside an underground 
home. Candles were burning ahead, that much 
was clear. She decided to follow them, 
keeping as quiet as she could. 

The high, creepy voice she had heard 
twice earlier was now echoing from down the 
tunnel. She could tell by its volume that the 
words were being mumbled elsewhere, but 
these carved walls were no keepers of secrets. 
They bounced everything back and forth 
playfully, which meant Lauren had to make 
sure that she moved quietly if she did not wish 


to be discovered. 

“Keep still, you devil,” the voice repeated 
from further ahead. 

It took Lauren about a minute to creep 
her way slowly down the tunnel. At the end, 
she found a small room that appeared to be a 
pantry of sorts. Resting on the dirty floor was 
a tall, thick candle with a bright flame. With 
its light, she was able to closely observe her 
new surroundings. There were several shelves 
up against the walls, each displaying a variety 
of boxes. Everything was beautifully carved 
from wood with intricate designs. 

Peering into a lower shelf's contents, she 
found a box of candle sticks. In another, there 
were knives. Resting between the boxes was a 
handful of tiny, wooden cups. Inside, they 
held what she assumed were spices. She would 
have tried smelling them if not for the stench 
coming off the small carcasses, which hung 
limply from the ceiling. Looking at them with 
disgust, she counted three squirrels and five 
rabbits. She made sure to keep as far away 
from them as she could. 

“It's time we shut that damn mouth of 
yours,” returned the voice. It had echoed 
down from the tunnel located at the right side 


of the room. It was immediately followed by a 
series of intimidating growls. Though Lauren 
wasn't familiar with Shaggy's angry voice, she 
knew this must have been it. 

With a trembling hand, she reached into 
the box of knives and took one. She still had 
the thick branch with her as well, but felt it 
was time to make a change; a knife would be 
more threatening. So, quietly, she rested the 
branch against one of the shelves to leave it 
behind. She then moved toward the tunnel 
extending out on the right. It was deep with a 
great curve to its outer wall. Because of this, it 
was further from the light, and therefore much 
darker. 

The knife she held was large enough that 
she was able to grip it with both hands before 
her. She imagined that, to the owner, the 
blade was probably more like a sword than a 
knife. Judging by the size of everything she 
had seen, Lauren was sure that she was at 
least a foot taller Gif not more) than whatever 
awaited her around the corner. 

Peering beyond the curve to be safe, she 
saw that the tunnel emptied into a large room 
some ten feet ahead. From where she stood, 
she could see a fire pit off to the left. It was of 


decent size, but certainly no bonfire. The light 
it cast illuminated the room well enough, 
though. She couldn't see what was to the right 
(around the corner), but there was a long 
shadow moving across the dirty floor. Above it 
all were several holes in the ceiling, dropping 
down bright circles across the floor. The 
smoke from the burning pit was rising up and 
out of them. 

Lauren licked her lips and left the safety 
of the tunnel's inner curve, moving closer to 
the room's open entrance. Once she was near 
it, she stopped and pressed herself tightly 
against the wall, watching the shadow all the 
while. Judging from its shape, she felt safe in 
assuming its owner had its back facing her 
direction. Taking a deep breath to steady 
herself, she poked her head out from the 
tunnel and looked in the opposite direction of 
the fire. 

Some fifteen feet over was a series of 
wooden cages, all different sizes and stacked 
atop one another. They lined the entire length 
of the wall. In the corner, at her end of the 
room, was one of particular interest. It was of 
medium stature and contained Shaggy, who 
had pressed himself against the back end in 


defense. Standing in front of the cage was a 
naked creature with a sharp poker in its hand. 

Lauren bit her lip to keep from 
screaming. Though she could not see the front 
of whatever was taunting her dog, she could 
tell that its skin was a swirl of brown and dark 
green. As she had expected, it was short, 
standing maybe four feet at most. Though it 
was like a child in size, it was shaped like an 
adult. Its arms and legs were thick with 
muscle, and the hair atop its head was balding 
in various spots. 

“I'm gonna warm this up for ya,” the 
creature taunted, waving the poker back and 
forth. “And when I get back, we're gonna shut 
that loudmouth of yours for good.” 

Anticipating the creature's movement, 
Lauren quickly pressed herself against the 
tunnel wall once again. She made sure to keep 
her head turned toward the room though, that 
way she could get a good look at the creature 
once it was in view. After a couple seconds of 
waiting—her hands so sweaty that the knife 
was beginning to slip from her grip—she 
finally saw the front of the creature as it 
approached the fire. 

It was as if Lauren were watching a 


horror movie. The thing that stood several feet 
from her was surely a goblin of sorts. Its eyes 
were large and black, the flames reflected in 
them as they danced and swayed. Its chin was 
round, as was its head. Sharp, needle-like hairs 
grew beneath its pink lips. The nose it bore 
above them was plump and freckled with gray 
spots. They reminded her of a decomposing 
fruit. 

Unlike the movies, however, this creature 
had small ears. They were almost humorous in 
size and shape. They would have fit a cute, 
five-year-old girl perfectly Gf not for their 
color, and the wild hairs pushing out of them). 
As Lauren noted each of these features, she 
wondered just how well the goblin could hear. 
She imagined poorly, but even if that were the 
case, the creature's large eyes made up for its 
ability to keep alert in its surroundings. 

“Yes, yes. Nice and hot,” the goblin 
purred, rotating the sharp end of its poker 
through the flames. 

Lauren's eyes dropped to the knife in her 
hand. She began to formulate a plan of attack 
and rescue. Once the creature had its back 
turned to her again, she would quickly plant 
the crooked blade into its head. The thought 


of such violence made her nervous, but she 
felt it was a necessary action she would have 
to take. She also felt confident that the plan 
would work rather smoothly as long as she 
didn't do something stupid during, such as trip 
or drop her weapon. 

As soon as the goblin began to turn, 
Lauren cursed inside her head. Rather than 
pivot on its right foot, which would have 
presented its back side to her, the foul 
creature was turning on its left. As it did so, it 
jumped back in surprise, having spotted 
Lauren pressed against the tunnel wall. 

“Oh! What is this now?” the goblin hissed 
in its high-pitched voice. 

Lauren moved slowly off the wall and 
centered herself in the room's entrance, 
hunched over still from the low ceilings. She 
held the knife in both hands in front of her, 
but at the height of her waist. She couldn't 
attack now that the goblin was looking right 
at her, but still she wanted to keep her guard. 

“I know you,” the goblin said with 
recognition. “You're that human cailin who 
walks by so often.” 

“Human what?” Lauren sputtered. 

“The sex with the breasts and the womb,” 


the goblin slithered in response. 

“You mean girl. Female,” she corrected 
defensively. “And what are you exactly?” 

The goblin smiled, showing its mouth full 
of sharp teeth. “I was called gruagach where I 
come from.” 

“Ts that your name, or what you are?” 

The goblin chuckled and_ shrugged. 
“What's the difference?” 

In the far-right corner of the room, 
Shaggy let out a bark. Lauren tried not to 
release her eyes from the creature with the hot 
poker. She didn't wish to become distracted. 
Somehow, the goblin picked up on the 
connection that was present in the room and 
grinned nastily. 

“Ts this beast your catch?” Gruagach 
asked, pointing the poker in Shaggy's 
direction. 

Lauren nodded and said, “I want him 
back.” 

“Oh, do you now?” Gruagach sneered. 
“You know...I haven't eaten humans in such a 
long time. Do you taste as good as I 
remember? Maybe we can trade you for this 
hairy thing.” 

Lauren tried to straighten, but it was 


difficult due to the way she was being forced 
to hunch forward. Despite this, her grip on the 
knife tightened. She badly wanted to wipe the 
sweat from her brow but didn't dare make 
herself vulnerable for the second of time it 
would take. Instead, she prayed that a bead 
wouldn't drip into her eye. Such a sting would 
blind her momentarily, and that would be 
enough for the goblin to make a move against 
her. 

“You plan on using that against me, 
cailin?” Gruagach growled, looking at the 
knife she'd stolen from the pantry. 

Though Shaggy was only fifteen feet 
away, his calls now sounded distant to Lauren. 
The room around her had blurred, her focus 
now entirely on the creature standing opposite 
her. She was mounting her courage to attack 
but wasn't sure how; it wasn't like she was the 
only one armed. 

“Tf you let me leave with my dog, I won't 
kill you,” she said, her voice shaking. 

The goblin released an evil laugh. 

Lauren felt as if she was dancing with the 
devil. She was, after all, underground, 
standing beside a roaring fire, and facing a 
creature that held a burning staff in its hand. 


If Gruagach had been red with horns, she 
would have believed that she'd stumbled into 
the corridors of Hell somehow. 

“You want to know what I think will 
happen?” the goblin teased, taking a step 
forward. 

Lauren raised her knife higher in front of 
her. She badly wanted to step out of the 
tunnel, because the ceiling that proceeded was 
several feet higher. She assumed it was to 
allow room for the fire's smoke, for surely this 
small creature would have no use for such 
height otherwise. Whatever the reason, she 
was still too scared to risk moving closer to 
Gruagach. If anything, her instincts were to 
back further away. 

“T don't care what you think!” Lauren 
shouted defiantly, surprising even herself. “Let 
me leave with my dog, or I will cut off your 
stubby legs!” 

Gruagach's grin faded. His lip curled up 
at the side of his mouth. “Did you say stubby 
legs?” he growled angrily, swinging the poker 
out of the fire and holding it steady before his 
disgusting body. “You think your size frightens 
me, cailin?” 

“Stop calling me that word!” Lauren 


screamed, taking a step forward. She was 
halfway between the tunnel and the room 
now. The truth was, she didn't know that the 
word was Irish Gaelic, nor did she care. It was 
the way the goblin used it that angered her 
deeply. 

But she wasn't the only one who felt 
degraded. Gruagach was set to explode due to 
her comment of his height. While the goblin 
enjoyed playing games with his food, this one 
had quickly irritated him. He was ready to kill 
the girl and end the dance. 

Sensing this, Lauren lunged forward into 
the room. Just as quickly and suddenly as she 
had done that, she then bolted to the right as 
Gruagach charged forward with his poker. As 
she had expected (and hoped), she was faster 
than him. The goblin swung his weapon at her 
the second she changed direction but ended 
up stabbing the wall instead. 

Lauren reached Shaggy in the matter of a 
second. As Gruagach tried to quickly pull his 
poker out from the wall, she kicked open the 
crate's door. Shaggy charged out and ran off to 
the right of the room where there were two 
different tunnels. Without slowing, he took the 
one on the left. Lauren was slower to react this 


time, but soon gave chase. 

Taking a sharp turn along the tunnel, she 
did her best to catch up with Shaggy. The 
problem was that the ceilings were again too 
low for her, and her head was scraping 
painfully against them as she ran. After a 
moment, she came to a split in the road. She 
stopped and tried to decide which direction to 
take. She hadn't seen whichever Shaggy had 
chosen. Somewhere behind her, not far, 
Gruagach was nearing. A variety of curses 
were flowing freely from his mouth as he 
went, all of which echoed around Lauren like 
a colony of screaming, flapping bats. 

After a moment of hesitation, she chose 
to go left. She assumed that by doing so would 
keep her on a circular path back to the trap 
door that had borne her only ten minutes 
before. Soon, she expected to come across the 
pantry and its hanging carcasses again. Up 
ahead, she heard Shaggy barking hysterically. 
As she ran, his calls became louder. Wherever 
she was, it sounded as if she were headed in 
the right direction. 

“IT am going to tear the flesh from your 
bones when I catch you, cailin!” the goblin 
yelled from further back. 


Lauren dared not look over her shoulder 
to see how close he was. What concerned her 
more than anything was his knowledge of the 
underground tunnels. She feared he could 
easily jump out in front of her at any second. 
If that were to happen, she wasn't sure how 
well she'd be able to fight with her body 
hunched forward in such a manner. 

Soon, there was another fork in the road, 
and again she took the left tunnel. Just how 
big was this underground home of catacombs? 
She assumed there must have been more 
rooms around, but she hadn't passed through 
any since leaving the torture chamber. 
Perhaps they were located off the right turns 
she was ignoring. 

The light ahead grew brighter. She must 
have been nearing another large candle. As 
she came around the next curve in the tunnel, 
she saw the pantry dead ahead. She quickened 
her speed as relief flowed through her. She 
was almost free. 

As soon as she entered the pantry—with 
the tall candle in the center just a couple feet 
from her—Gruagach launched himself out 
from the opposite tunnel in the left corner. 
The poker must have been reheated, for its 


end now glowed brighter than ever. The 
deranged look in the goblin's eyes made 
Lauren whimper momentarily. 

“You're mine now, cailin,” Gruagach 
cackled, launching forth with his hot poker 
swinging. 

Lauren dove to her right, pressing her 
body against the wall, and immediately 
grabbed hold of the nearest shelf. As quickly 
as she could, she pulled it down. As the 
wooden structure tipped, boxes slid off their 
shelves. Gruagach twirled in place and cursed. 
Before he could run, the shelf dropped down 
upon his right shoulder, crumpling him. 

Lauren didn't hesitate to take her 
renewed chance of escape. She leaped over the 
mess, landing beside Gruagach's head. As she 
attempted to pass him, his hand grabbed hold 
of her ankle quickly. Lauren reacted by 
swinging her knife downward, cutting against 
the goblin's knuckles. He immediately let her 
go, screaming horribly. 

Rushing through the tunnel toward the 
trap door, she finally spotted Shaggy ahead. 
He was frantically jumping against the dirt 
wall, trying to climb out. Once she was upon 
him, Lauren lifted him up by his hindquarters, 


and boosted him into the light that was 
shining down from above ground. It wasn't 
easy, and the act awarded Lauren several 
painful scratches from her dog's nails, but soon 
he was in the grass and barking for her to 
hurry. 

“Not so fast!” Gruagach roared from 
behind her. 

Lauren spun around with her knife raised, 
just in time to see the poker being thrown at 
her like a spear. It swiped across her right 
cheek, burning her painfully, but ultimately 
planting itself deep into the dirt wall above 
her shoulder. 

“Damn you!” the goblin squealed, 
charging forward with its mouth open wide. 

Lauren shivered at the sight of its razor- 
sharp teeth but found enough courage to lift 
her foot at the last second. She kicked the 
creature hard in the face, sending it sprawling 
backward several steps. As it scrambled to 
recover, she quickly turned and began to 
climb the loose netting that hung limply from 
the trap door above. 

As her hands groped for the ledge, she 
saw in her peripheral that Gruagach had 
jumped upon the wall beside her, now 


dangling off the stuck poker. He clawed at her 
with sharp nails, cutting her above the waist 
and upper thigh. She wanted to scream in 
pain, but instead forced herself to hold up 
against the netting as best she could with her 
left arm, using the right to lift her knife high. 

Before Gruagach could react to this 
threat, Lauren brought the blade down upon 
its clawing hand, removing it from the wrist 
with ease. Blood—the color of oil, Lauren later 
swore, thinking back upon this nightmare— 
sprayed over her clothing and stung her cuts. 

The goblin let go of the poker and 
dropped to the dirt floor, screaming terribly. 
Lauren tossed the knife above her into the 
grass, and then climbed the rest of the way out 
of the darkness and into the light. The bright 
green that awaited her was almost startling, 
considering how her eyes had adjusted to the 
dimly lit corridors underground. She was 
almost blinded by its great color, aided by the 
beautiful sunlight casting down through the 
trees. 

Shaggy jumped in place several times, 
barking loudly in her ear. Let's go! Let's go, he 
seemed to be saying. Lauren saw no reason to 
further delay their escape. Even though her 


sight was temporarily unfocused, she quickly 
picked herself up from the grass and began to 
run toward the berry bushes. Simultaneously, 
she and Shaggy cleared them in a single 
bound, and ran toward the tree line. There, 
the swarms of hungry bugs still hovered and 
buzzed. 

Lauren ignored them this time, however. 
She didn't care about their bites or stings, not 
that they were attacking. They were still 
distracted by the goblin's current hunt, and 
how his stench could bring even them to the 
leaves, choking for air. 

It took Lauren and Shaggy only a minute 
to reach the trail where Marker 12 idly rested. 
Thinking they'd returned to safety, Lauren 
stopped and leaned forward against her knees, 
gasping for air. Her chest was on fire, 
adrenaline rushing through her so fiercely that 
her body was twitching from head to toe. She 
couldn't seem to gather herself, though she 
wished for it desperately. 

Unlike her, Shaggy didn't believe they 
were out of the pit just yet. He barked 
repeatedly, running in tight circles every few 
seconds. Lauren looked up at him and wanted 
to tell him to relax, but no words came. She 


couldn't pull them out from her tightening 
throat. 

And as she rested there, trying to calm 
herself in more ways than one, a nearby 
screech reached her ears: “You will pay for 
this! Iam going to cut you, and claw you, and 
chew you, and swallow you in diced pieces!” 

Lauren straightened and looked over her 
shoulder, beyond the marker. The voice wasn't 
far off at all. The goblin was still coming for 
her, even though they had found the trail. 
Shaggy was right; they were not yet safe. 

“Go!” she cried out, forcing herself to run 
back in the direction of the field. They had 
more than a mile to go, and she was already 
exhausted beyond belief, but she couldn't let 
that creature catch up to them. She had no 
doubt in her mind that it would do to her just 
as it said. 

After a crazed minute of sprinting, Lauren 
felt like she was going to collapse. Her speed 
dropped slightly, and she risked a look over 
her shoulder. Some fifty feet back, she could 
see something small following the trail's side, 
weaving in and out of the trees as it screamed 
madly. The goblin was much too close for 
comfort and gaining. 


Shaggy was much further ahead of her 
again, barking every so often to keep her on 
track. But she could feel her head swimming, 
her limbs going numb. She was about to faint, 
and she knew it. Worse yet, she'd forgotten the 
knife back in the grass. She was unarmed and, 
likely, no match against the demonic, old- 
world creature that was hunting her. 

“T see you, cailin!” Gruagach yelled from 
further back. “You're like any other animal 
about to drop out of the race! YOU WILL 
SOON BE ALL MINE TO DEVOUR!” 

This seemed to spur Lauren faster. She 
pushed back the fainting spell building within 
her and buried it as deep as she could. She 
willed her legs to make larger strides, and 
fixed her breathing more through her nose, 
and less from her mouth. 

“You think you know these woods so 
well?” the creature called out to her. The 
voice was closer than a moment before. “I've 
got my shortcuts. I will be upon you soon 
enough!” 

Lauren felt slightly discouraged, but her 
desire to live was stronger. Her speed 
increased again, despite the blurring around 
the edges of her sight. Like high-powered 


binoculars, things were frequently zooming in 
and out before her without command. The 
adrenaline coursing through her veins was 
taking control, giving her that extra needed 
push. 

As she took a curve sharply in the trail, 
she noted the 0.4 marker. It took her attention 
just enough that she stumbled, skidded in the 
dirt, and fell hard on her face. Just several feet 
behind her, Lauren could hear a satisfied 
laugh approaching her fallen form. She flipped 
over and started to scoot backwards on her 
dirt-covered bottom. 

Gruagach was walking toward her in a 
sinister way, one of his hands missing, the 
other still holding the hot poker from below. 

“Keep away from me,” Lauren spat. 

The hideous creature cackled. “You have 
no more chances of escape, my dear. It's time I 
stick you like the pig you are,” he growled, 
waving the poker tauntingly. 

From the surrounding trees, Shaggy 
suddenly leaped out. He landed atop 
Gruagach's chest and dug his teeth into the 
creature's neck before the goblin had even hit 
the ground. As Gruagach howled in pain, 
Shaggy tore open his neck and shook at the 


skin roughly. 

Lauren wasted no time in picking herself 
up from the ground. “Come on, Shaggy! Let's 
go!” she yelled, turning to run. Shaggy let go 
of Gruagach at her command and was 
immediately charging to her side. They 
completed the last quarter mile in the space of 
two minutes. Once out of the woods and on 
the field, Lauren collapsed into the grass. She 
panted painfully as her vision faded in and 
out. Even Shaggy dropped down beside her, 
catching his breath as his tongue hung out the 
side of his mouth. 

After a few minutes of rest, Lauren sat up 
enough to look in the direction of the red trail. 
Among its trees, hiding in the brush, was 
Gruagach staring out at them. As soon as he 
realized she could see him, he stuck out his 
head just enough to be illuminated by the 
sunlight. Black blood dripped down his neck 
and chest. 

“If you ever come back here, cailin,” the 
goblin threatened. “I'll be ready for you. And I 
will eat every last bit of you.” Gruagach then 
retreated back into the brush, and Lauren 
could no longer see any sign of him. 

She let herself relax completely then, 


dropping back onto the grass. Tears began to 
roll gently down her cheeks, and even a laugh 
or two escaped her lips as she lay there. She 
and Shaggy had made it out alive, relatively 
unharmed. She was dirty, bruised, and 
bleeding, but nothing serious. 

After a few minutes had passed, she fell 
asleep in the field. She didn't wake until a 
small collection of young boys in baseball 
uniforms poked at her body, asking if she was 
alive. With this, Lauren picked herself up and 
looked over at Shaggy. He, too, was now 
awake, waiting for her to make their next 
move. 

That was the last time Lauren ever 
walked through those cursed woods. However, 
there were several occasions in the following 
years in which she was forced back to Dawson 
Park by her friends. And with every single one 
of those visits, she heard Gruagach's voice 
calling out from the tree line, taunting her to 
step back into the darkness he owned. 

Back to Marker 12 


VOXWRECKER 


[ Tuesday, 02/08/2022 |] 


My name is Andrew Thomas Kennedy, and I’m 
using VoxWrecker recording software to leave 
behind these messages. Call them journal 
entries, if you like. My device is a little 
outdated, but hey, it’s not like anything new 
will be hitting stores anytime soon. This Model 
19 should work out just fine; I speak, it 
records my voice, and inputs the text. 


Now...what should I call this? The Aftermath? 
The Post-World? The Next? Does it even 
fucking matter? 


A year ago, a series of objects appeared in our 
skies one night. They looked like small, 
electronic pods of some sort. They didn’t do 


anything at first; but then they blinked 
brightly several times and _ exited our 
atmosphere. Not even a day later, the world 
began to witness mass suicides and murders. 
People were losing their minds, it seemed like. 
They became frantic and violent. They started 
biting themselves and _ others. Attacking 
vehicles. Jumping out of windows to catch 
birds. That kind of wild shit, and more. 


Scientists figured something had trickled down 
to us that night from the pods, and a good 
majority of the population was affected by it. 
Like poison or radiation. Unfortunately, those 
great minds didn’t last long enough to really 
explain it any further than that, let alone solve 
the problem. 


Obviously, I was one of the few lucky enough 
to keep my sanity...and by lucky, I mean 
cursed. If I had gone crazy too—like my 
parents and most of my friends—then I’d 
probably be blissfully ignorant to the hell that 
has since overtaken the world. I mean, 
Maryland sucked before the pods, but now it 
really sucks. 


The last year has had a bit of a learning curve, 
let me tell you. Granted, a lot of our sick 


people have passed on by this point, but there 
are still plenty of them out there to avoid. And 
as you can imagine, they are not the friendliest 
bunch. They are very hands-on, and they have 
a tendency to invade your personal space. 
Like, a lot. You know what I mean? 


Shit, here I am trying to make light of the 
situation, but who the hell would really laugh 
hearing all this? I’m assuming if anyone were 
to ever play these recordings, they would have 
been someone to live through this shit 
themselves and know firsthand it’s not 
something that triggers laughter. Unless they, 
too, have become infected and are losing it. 


Speaking of which, there does seem to be a 
sort of delay with some people. Not everyone 
got sick in the first few days, or even the first 
few weeks. My roommate went several months 
before suddenly charging outside to chase 
down a Pit Bull. I mean, who does that? 


Sure, it’s been a year now. So, hopefully, 
everyone that is going to turn has gone ahead 
and done it by now. But who can be sure? No 
one really knows dick about this poison or 
whatever you would call it. But hey—at least 
you can’t personally transmit it to others. I 


should know; I’ve been attacked multiple 
times and received some bites and scratches 
along the way. Nothing has ever changed 
inside me, and I’ve known others that have 
said the same. 


[ Wednesday, 02/09/2022 | 


Some days are so incredibly boring, I want to 
just off myself. The last four have been this 
way, and I think I might just do it. Like, why 
the hell not? What am I holding on to? At this 
point, I have no more friends or loved ones. 
Those that didn’t get sick still got killed. Hell, 
my sister offed herself about four months after 
the pods, and she wasn’t even infected. She 
just couldn’t take the horrible new world. So 
she wrote me a long letter about it all, and 
then hung herself in the basement with an 
extension cord. I found her after going on a 
grocery hike. Suddenly, those meals for two 
were meals for one. 


ve been alone for about forty days now, I 
think. I did have a couple living with me 
briefly, but I woke up one morning to find 
them gone. I don’t know why they left or 
where they went, but I haven’t seen them 


since. Maybe this solitary confinement is 
making me worse. Maybe I should go make 
some new friends. 


What else do I have to lose? 


[ Thursday, 02/10/2022 ] 


You may be wondering why I have even 
started these little recordings, especially a year 
after the pods. Well, for one, I didn’t have my 
VoxWrecker at the time. I rediscovered this 
little device just a week or two ago while 
cleaning out my parents’ house. Since moving 
in there—after my last roommates randomly 
left in the middle of the night—I have slowly 
been going through everything. The guest 
room wasn’t set up for me, but at the same 
time I stored some shit there. This Model 19 
was right on my nightstand, forgotten. So I 
charged the battery and messed around with it 
a little. Then, one lonely morning, I decided I 
would go ahead and talk about things. Why 
not? It’s therapeutic and revealing. I doubt any 
of these messages will ever help someone 
down the road, but they could inform. At 
least, I could possibly leave behind something. 
As it is, there are probably very few people 


left in the world who still know who the fuck I 
am. 


That and maybe talking makes me feel less 
alone. Sure, it’s a one-way conversation, but I 
used to know plenty of people that would 
make me feel like I was simply talking to 
myself (or the wall). So, is this really all that 
different? 


I know I gave a brief account of the past year 
in the last couple recordings, but details were 
lacking. I suppose I should go more in depth 
with things, but I don’t know how I feel about 
spilling that all at once. It’s traumatic, of 
course. There’s nothing easy about reliving the 
deaths of just about everyone you know. 
Hopefully, you can relate. Well...wait. Maybe 
I don’t want you to relate, but if you do, then 
at least you know what I mean. 


Anyway, I will get there, don’t worry. I'll tell 
you a bit here and there about the things that 
happened. 


Unless I don’t live long enough to get the story 
out. Which is always possible. 


[ Friday, 02/11/2022 ] 


I was born and raised in Southern Maryland. 
People rushed around here all the time. 
Granted, a lot of them had long commutes to 
Washington or Baltimore, and were therefore 
used to driving like maniacs, but the rest of us 
just wanted to quickly get somewhere else. 
There wasn’t much to do, you see? Lots of 
farms and nothingness. The closest shopping 
district was at least a thirty-minute drive 
away. It sucked having to make that hike 
whenever you wanted out of the house. As a 
result, people seemed to have an itch for them. 
Like caged animals. I was one of them. 


It’s worse now. Even if I wanted to make that 
drive to the nearest Target or Walmart, they’re 
not the safest places to visit. People that 
haven’t yet lost their minds generally guard 
those spots, and violently. You’d think they 
would want companionship or gather their 
numbers, but nope. They get themselves an 
armory and shoot at whoever comes near. It 
happened to me right before I moved back to 
my parents’ house. I was trying to gather some 
supplies for the drive out of the district—back 
to the farmlands where there was nothing for 
miles—and both Target and Walmart were 
within walking distance of my apartment. The 


Walmart had burned down several months 
earlier—I couldn’t tell you what the hell 
happened there, but it looks like a warzone 
these days—but the Target was still standing. 
So I headed over there in the car I was using 
at the time and did alright at first. Got some 
things. Made my way to the back of the store 
for some clothing...and that’s when I got 
ambushed by some asshole in a_ football 
helmet. He nearly got me, too. I barely 
escaped. But luckily for me, he hadn’t been 
armed with any guns; instead, he was 
swinging around two machetes. I’m _ not 
entirely sure he was right in the head 
anymore, to be honest. Especially because he 
kept screaming about his socks. 


“No one gets my socks! No one!” 


What a weirdo. 


[ Friday, 02/11/2022 ] 


Same day, but I’m back for another entry. It’s 
now evening, and the sun is setting. I’ve got 
the house on lockdown with the TVs blaring. 
Earlier, I saw a small group break into the 
neighbor’s house, and I decided to make mine 


noisy as hell to keep them away. Lots of 
gunfire in the movies I’m playing. Kind of like 
a Home Alone sort of deal, I guess. Hopefully, 
no one decides to chance it and get in here. 
While I am armed, I’ve only ever killed 
infected people. No one with a conscience still. 
That would be new territory for me. 


I’ve got war movies playing in three different 
rooms. The main living room has on Saving 
Private Ryan. On the other side of the house, 
where the bedrooms are, there is also a TV 
playing Dunkirk, and another playing Lone 
Survivor. Each one has its volume turned up 
high. And, of course, I’ve double locked all the 
doors, as well as barricaded them. 


It’s fucking noisy in here, and it’s honestly 
pissing me off a bit. But I think I will keep it 
this way all night, until the sun comes back 
up. Then I will go out for a perimeter check 
and see what’s what. The attic isn’t too bad 
right now, so I might go up there and set 
myself up a comfortable spot to sleep and 
read. I like all those movies I got on, but I’m 
not much in the mood for war right now. Go 
figure. 


[ Saturday, 02/12/2022 ] 


This is going to be a quick message. Just 
wanted to drop in before I headed outside to 
check things out, now that it’s morning. I slept 
like shit in the attic, not that I’m surprised. I 
hurt all over. Fuck. But I’m going to do some 
quick stretches and loosen up, grab my 
shotgun, and then head out through the back 
door. It’s the noisiest door here, so if someone 
tries to use it after I’ve turned a corner or 
something, I should hear them. And I’ve got 
the key, so I doubt they’ll be able to break 
their way in before I swing back around to 
catch them in the act. 


Wish me luck. 


[ Saturday, 02/12/2022 | 


So the neighbor’s house was trashed. It was 
beyond someone just looking for supplies. 
They just straight fucked the place up, as if 
they’d had a party. I couldn’t believe it. I 
mean, I know that no one is living there 
anymore, but show some respect. 


No one was there when I stopped by. At least, 
not that I saw. If they were, they must have 


been hiding. But what would be the point in 
doing that? I’m just one guy. A group, even a 
small one, could probably take me down with 
ease. Especially if they got the drop on me, 
which wouldn’t have been hard. 


I found a used condom on the dining room 
table there. I guess it’s good that some people 
still have the sense to bag it rather than bring 
a child into this new world. I couldn’t imagine 
knocking someone up with the way things are 
today. I mean, what kind of life would that 
be? I don’t even expect humanity to make it 
much more than another year or two. Soon, 
we will all be gone. 


I wonder if that group will return at all. I 
wonder what they thought of my noisy house. 
They never came to it, so I guess the movies 
worked. 


Honestly, I’m a little curious to meet them, 
these party hoppers. 


[ Tuesday, 02/15/2022 ] 


I skipped a couple days, I know. But ’ve been 
really out of it, sticking around bed mostly. 
ve watched a stack of movies and done a 


little reading, but not much else. I’ve even 
starved myself a little. Maybe I’m depressed 
and letting myself decline? Sounds reasonable 
enough. 


OK, I won’t fight it. Right? 
Fuck. 


It’s been quiet. I guess that group left the area. 
I haven’t seen or heard any sign of them. I 
almost want to grab a pack and hit the road 
looking for them. Damn, I must really be 
lonely, huh? 


You know...I can’t help but worry what will 
happen to me if I don’t get a new companion 
here soon. I think I’m already starting to slip. 


[ Tuesday, 02/15/2022 ] 


I made up my mind about an hour ago. 


I’ve packed some things into a bag. I’ve got my 
gun and baseball bat for protection. I’m 
leaving the house. I don’t know if I will be 
coming back or not. 


I need to find somebody else. Anybody else. 


If this is the last recording you hear, then I 
guess I got killed doing it. 


[ Wednesday, 02/16/2022 |] 


I’m alive, motherfuckers. Ha. 


I decided to swing by Target again. I thought 
maybe sock-guy could make me feel less 
alone, but he was dead. Someone else had 
gotten to him and hung him from a parking lot 
streetlamp. Guess what they used to hang 
him... 


That’s right: socks. 
Ha. 
People are a gas. 


So I raided Target for some things. Hung out a 
bit. Waited for someone else to come on by, 
but no one ever did. 


Maybe there’s even less survivors left than I 
thought. 


I thought about spending the night inside 
where there was furniture to salvage, but I 
chose my car instead. For safety purposes. I 


guess I still care about that a little. Even I’m a 
bit surprised, ha. 


[ Thursday, 02/17/2022 ] 


It was so fucking cold last night that I ended 
up back inside Target after all. I tried my car 
first, though. But around midnight, the wind 
really picked up. So I made myself a bedroom 
in the candle aisle. I dragged over a twin 
mattress, a bunch of blankets and pillows, and 
lit some fragrance. I slept really well, despite 
being completely vulnerable to attack. But 
nobody came. At least, not that I’m aware of. 


Pve been up for about an hour now; long 
enough to eat some breakfast and find myself 
a book to read. There wasn’t much to choose 
from, though. I ended up grabbing the first 
Harry Potter book to start the series over. I 
haven’t read it in over a decade but have 
wanted to for a while. 


Today, I think ’m going to continue south on 
5 Eventually, it will take me to Point Lookout. 
There’s some camping there, and the water. 
There’s a former confederate soldier prison 
there that was once believed to be haunted. 


But nowadays, you could say that about 
anywhere. So big whoop. 


It’s not a long drive. Maybe a half hour at 
most. I can’t remember, though; it’s been a 
while since the last time I went. I had been 
dating Beck at the time. It had been really 
windy when we went to the lighthouse that 
day. That’s about all I remember. I guess I’ve 
blocked out a lot of that relationship. You see, 
Beck was the first person close to me that 
turned. 


It had been the middle of the night at her 
place. We were in bed sleeping, and she woke 
up to pee. But while in the bathroom, 
something snapped inside her—the same 
something that has snapped in some many 
others, I guess—and she came out screaming 
bloody murder. Scared the shit out of me. I 
thought she’d injured herself or something. 
But when I tried to comfort her, she attacked 
me. I obviously managed to get out of there, 
but I had some injuries. Even after I made 
peace with the fact that she had become 
infected like the others on the news, I couldn’t 
go back to deal with her. I don’t know who 
ever killed her, or if she was ever even killed. 


For all I know, she’s still running around this 
town screaming. 


Phew...I guess I did promise to reveal things 
from time to time. But that was hard. I don’t 
know how much more I can share. I suppose 
there’s not much time left...’ve been feeling 
off this week. Maybe I need to spill my life 
story here soon before it’s too late. 


[ Saturday, 02/19/2022 | 


I’m no longer alone. I met someone at Point 
Lookout. She’s in the kitchen right now 
making us food. We hit it off the night I last 
sat down to record anything. Granted, neither 
of us can be choosy these days, but the spark 
felt natural enough. I think it’s true chemistry. 
Maybe there’s some hope left after all. 


[ Saturday, 02/19/2022 | 


Kendall is sleeping now, so I thought Id get 
back on here a bit. We met outside the old 
prison on Tuesday, and almost killed each 
other. We had a little standoff before calming 
down enough to lower our weapons and talk. 
From there, things went easy. The connection 


was just...I don’t know how to explain it, you 
know? When it’s right, it’s right. And Kendall 
has it, man. 


Last night, we opened up with each other 
about the past year. I learned how her 
husband was run over by a car when he 
suddenly darted onto the highway two days 
after the pods blinked at us. Shortly after his 
death, Kendall had packed their CRV and 
headed north. She came to Maryland a couple 
days later and has been milling around ever 
since. She says no _ one_ has_ proven 
approachable before me, so she’s been alone 
since her husband’s death. I asked about her 
parents, but she said they had been on one of 
the planes that went down that same week. I 
had almost forgotten about that, somehow. 
The first week following the pods, we’d had 
falling planes all over the world. It was scary 
as shit. Plenty of boats and ships vanished out 
on the water, as well. 


I told Kendall about Beck, and about my 
roommate that followed some months later. I 
told her about the couple I stayed with briefly 
that one day left without a word. I even 
admitted that suicide had become tempting as 


of late, and she totally understood. We talked 
about it at length, in fact. 


I swear we're like a perfect match. But let me 
get going for now. I think she just called for 
me. 


[ Sunday, 02/20/2022 |] 


Kendall found the VoxWrecker this morning 
and listened to my recordings. She seemed 
cool with it, and even suggested she speak 
sometime as well. I told her she could record 
whenever she wants to. I’ve set her up with 
her own profile, and made her default text- 
input bold, so you'll be able to tell our entries 
apart. I would hope my wonderfully sexy 
voice would be enough, but I suppose there’s 
always the chance the audio will go out on 
this thing, and all you will have is the text. 


Today, we will be making the trip back to my 
parents’ house. We’ve been using a ranger 
cabin at the Point Lookout Park since meeting, 
but it’s a little cold and impersonal. Back at 
my place, we have movies, music, food, 
blankets, pillows...here, we have a musty 
mattress, a couple of sheets, some overstuffed 


pillows, and very little else. 


I think we will also be switching to her CRV. 
The vehicle I’ve been using seems like shit by 
comparison, and I’m not keen on taking 
separate drives home. I could lose her along 
the way, and I guess that scares me, even after 
this short of time knowing her. 


I really don’t want to be alone again. 


[ Sunday, 02/20/2022 |] 


We made it back to the house, though there 
was an incident along the way. On the stretch 
of 5 between towns, we had to deal with an 
infected teenager. He kept attacking the car as 
we were making our way slowly through the 
wrecks on the road. Once he managed to 
break the back window on the driver’s side, I 
couldn’t just sit back any longer, hoping we’d 
shake him once the road cleared again. So I 
shot him. 


I think he was the youngest I’ve had to kill. 
Maybe sixteen. 


I feel sick. 


[ Sunday, 02/20/2022 |] 


I know Andrew set me up on bold text- 
input, but [’m still going to introduce 
myself, at least for this first entry. My 
name is Kendall Mulligan. [’m_ thirty, 
childless. A widow. I don’t really know 
how much I should share, or if it really 
even matters, but I suppose that’s enough 
for now. 


Andrew is a little on edge tonight, which is 
understandable. He had to kill a kid today 
on our drive here, so he’s not really talking 
much. I decided to give him his space. It’s 
not like I know him very well, and ’m not 
sure what he expects from me during a 
time like this. Personally, I would want 
some privacy, which is why I’m backing off 
at the moment. He’s in the furthest 
bedroom and I’m in the kitchen, trying to 
figure out our dinner. 


We were happy to find this place 
untouched when we pulled in_ this 
afternoon. I know Andrew had _ been 
worried that someone could have broken 
in or taken over during his days away, but 


it doesn’t appear that anyone has stopped 
by. The house isn’t part of a neighborhood, 
which is good; but it is off a busy road. Or, 
what used to be a busy road, according to 
Andrew. There aren’t many cars using it 
these days. 


This last year has been beyond difficult. 
I’ve been on my own for most of it, which 
is why meeting Andrew feels like a 
godsend. It’s been hard to trust strangers, 
and I’ve come across plenty over the 
months. But I guess I was just running 
ragged this week, and no longer cared. So 
when Andrew came along, my defenses 
were pretty low. I let him get close. I let us 
talk and warm up to each other. It felt... 
right. We clicked, I guess. And now it’s 
been a couple days, and I think we’re 
practically partners against the world now. 
It feels good. 


It sounds odd to say, but I guess I’m glad I 
let my defenses down in Point Lookout. 
Otherwise, I would still be alone, or maybe 
even dead right now. 


[ Wednesday, 02/23/2022 |] 


I had to charge the VoxWrecker at the start of 
the week, and kind of forgot about it for a 
couple days. Well, I didn’t really forget about 
it, but I didn’t feel pressured to talk to it. But 
hey, I’m back. Hello, how are you? Ha. 


I’m still feeling off some days. It got better 
when I found Kendall, but shooting that teen 
set me back a bit. Kendall has been great 
through all of it, at least. She’s given me space 
when I wanted it, but also kept me going. 
Normally, alone, I probably would have just 
gone to bed for days. But she’s been making 
sure I come out to eat, get dressed, shower, 
and all that. ’m lucky to have found her. 


It’s been a quiet week so far. No one has been 
by the house as far as I can tell, and the same 
goes for the neighbors. I know Kendall went 
on a walk the other day to explore the other 
houses a bit, but I was asleep at the time. 
Otherwise, she would have never gone alone. I 
guess I’m a bit protective, and we did have a 
little fight about it when she came back. But 
she’s gotten used to doing things on her own, 
and I get that. It just scared me to wake up 
with the house empty and no note from her. 


She did fine, though. No injuries, at least not 


to my knowledge. She brought a couple of 
things, like some books that caught her eye, 
and some food...batteries...clothing...et cetera. 
She had taken her CRV for the trip and was 
able to load it up as a result. Not that she 
filled it up or anything, but she was able to 
collect things without having to worry about 
how much she could carry or stuff into a 
backpack. 


It’s surprisingly warm this week. Today, it’s 
been in the low 60s and sunny. We talked 
about going to a park off Budds Creek Road, 
but my stomach has just been a wreck since 
last night. I feel like the acid is doubling and 
racing through my veins somehow. It’s 
unpleasant as hell, and a bit scary. I wish we 
still had hospitals. 


Maybe we need to make a doctor friend, ha. 
Wouldn’t that be a lucky find? 


[ Wednesday, 02/23/2022 |] 


Andrew is in bed, ill. I decided to talk here 
a bit, because I’m worried and hoping it 
will help me relax. 


Ive heard about this stomach acid thing 


before. My husband had it the day he ran 
himself into traffic. ’m not saying Andrew 
has the same thing going on, but if he 
does...well, then he might be infected. 


I don’t know what to do. Part of me thinks 
I should leave, for my own safety. But then 
I also worry it’s actually nothing, and I 
could end up leaving behind a good man, 
someone that has given me comfort and 
companionship. I don’t want to lose that. 


Should I talk to him about it? Or is this the 
sort of conversation you avoid? 


I wish this fucking tool could respond. 


[ Thursday, 02/24/2022 ] 
I’m not feeling too good still. 


Kendall has been keeping her distance, which 
makes sense. We don’t know shit about this 
infection or how it spreads. I’m sure she’s 
scared that I could give it to her, or already 
have. I could tell her ’ve never seen evidence 
of people passing it to one another, but would 
it really matter? 


Of course, there’s always the possibility that 


I’m not infected, and just normal sick. I sure 
hope that’s the case. 


[ Friday, 02/25/2022 ] 


I’ve decided to tell him about my husband. 
It’s been several days now, and he’s still 
complaining about the acid. I would have 
expected him to turn by now if it is...that, 
but everyone may react differently to it. 
Andrew has been like this for three days 
now, I think. Maybe he’s safe. Maybe his 
acid pain is from a cut in his stomach 
lining or something. I mean, that would be 
bad, too. But not as bad as being infected. 
Right? 


I suppose he could die soon, either way... 
Fuck. 


I, uh...I don’t know when I’m going to try 
talking to him. He’s still in bed sleeping. I 
guess I’ll wait to see how he’s feeling first. 
Maybe he’! be better today. 


That would be great. 


[ Friday, 02/25/2022 ] 


After breakfast, I asked Kendall for the 
VoxWrecker and some privacy. I could tell she 
was nervous. I’m worried I may need to leave. 
Just in case, you know? If I am infected, I 
don’t want her in harm’s way, especially harm 
brought on by myself. But I’m certainly not 
going to kick her out of the house. If one of us 
is to leave, it’s going to be me. Especially since 
’m the one most likely knocking on death’s 
door. 


The pain hasn’t gotten any better, 
unfortunately. In fact, it’s only spread. I almost 
feel acidic all over, like there’s fire in my 
blood now. Even if it’s not the infection, I still 
think it’s something eating me from the inside. 
And I don’t want Kendall to see me fall apart. 
As tempting as it is to be selfish and beg her to 
stay with me in my final days—no one wants 
to die alone, right?—I just...can’t ask that of 
her. It seems cruel. I’ve known her for such a 
short time, too short a time to ask her that. 


Tomorrow, [ll make my decision. I just want 
to give this pain one more day of observation. 
Until then, I’ve put a lock code on this Model 
19 so that Kendall can’t access this recording. 


[ Friday, 02/25/2022 ] 


Today was uncomfortable. Not only did 
Andrew act distant and quiet, but I also 
noticed he put a password on _ his 
recordings so that I can’t play them. 
Surely, that’s a bad sign. 


I never even talked to him about James. I 
was going to after breakfast, but then he 
asked for some time alone. The atmosphere 
here has changed, and I’m second guessing 
the conversation again. It seems like 
Andrew already has ideas of his own. I’m 
wotried he may be planning to kill 
himself. 


I just don’t know what to do. 


[ Saturday, 02/26/2022 | 


He’s gone. I woke up this morning to find 
the VoxWrecker and a note on the kitchen 
counter. He must have left sometime 
during the night when I was sleeping, 
because usually I’m up an hour or two 
before him. 


The note says, “I’m sick, Kendall, and I 


don’t know the cause. But it can’t be good. 
I don’t want to endanger you, so I’ve gone. 
I’m leaving you the recorder and the 
password to my last entry: 27184 I know 
we didn’t know each other very long, but I 
fell in love with you. I hope you don’t 
forget me.” 


[ Saturday, 02/26/2022 | 


The house is so quiet now. So cold. I don’t 
think I can stay here. Not when pieces of 
Andrew are everywhere. 


But it’s raining right now. I think once the 
weather clears, Tll go looking for 
someplace else. 


I wish Andrew could have just talked to me 
rather than leave without saying goodbye. 
He could have stayed here and died 
comfortably. Now the place is just going to 
be empty. That breaks my heart. 


[ Monday, 02/28/2022 ] 


It’s the last day of February. The rain has 
finally stopped, but it’s still overcast. I 
don’t know if the storms are leaving or just 


taking a break. As a result, I’m still at the 
house. Andrew hasn’t been by; at least I 
don’t think so. Part of me hopes he’s 
checked in on me. I don’t know why, to be 
honest. I just wish he was still here. I guess 
I fell in love with him also... 


[ Monday, 03/01/2022 ] 


I have checked in on you, Kendall, against my 
better judgment. But I don’t think I can do it 
again after tonight. My insides feel...wrong. 
My mind is still here, but I’m worried it won’t 
be for much longer. Once I’ve left this 
message, I will be putting as much distance as 
I can between us. To keep you safe. 


I understand why you want to leave the house, 
so tonight I will be clearing one down the road 
for you. Once you’re ready to leave here, just 
go left out of the driveway. The house will be 
about two miles down, opposite the catholic 
school. It’s smaller but has a lot of space 
around it. I think it could make a wonderful 
safety nest for you. The school across the road 
could even be used for storage or lockdown, if 
needed. Maybe one day, you'll be able to 
section it off for other healthy people. Create a 


little community there. 


Whatever you decide, just look out for 
yourself. 


Goodbye, Kendall. I love you. 


[ Tuesday, 03/02/2022 ] 


I cried when I got his message this 
morning. How could I not? 


The sun seems to be finally coming out 
today, so I’m going to start packing. By 
afternoon, I’ll probably leave for the new 
house and check out the school. Maybe 
Andrew is on to something, making it a 
safe zone civic. I’m actually a little excited 
to go. 


Thank you, Andrew. 


[ Wednesday, 03/03/2022 |] 


I’ve been pretty busy since arriving, so 
forgive me for not recording sooner. I 
found the new house a little after lunch 
yesterday and got right to work unpacking. 
Andrew left me quite a bit to get started, 
like food and entertainment. He even left 


me a couple guns, some ammunition, and 
batteries. I hope he’s protecting himself, 
though. The gun he used on the kid isn’t 
here, so ’'m assuming he still has that at 
least. 


I didn’t get around to the school until this 
morning. Andrew left me notes about it, 
like which door he had left unlocked for 
me, and that the others were barricaded. 
He drew me a map of sorts, letting me 
know where things were that could be of 
use. I don’t know where he found the time 
to do all this...I think he must have started 
sooner than this week. I think this school 
was always a backup plan of sorts. It’s 
been practically fortified and _ cleared. 
There’s no way he just did all this work. 


It makes you wonder, though. Like, how 
many people there are left for him to be 
able to do all this without interference. 
There must be so few. I wonder what the 
city is like.... haven’t been around any 
since coming to Maryland. I purposefully 
kept south, around the Chesapeake Bay. 


Should I venture out? Go to D.C.? Seems 
too dangerous, too risky to do it alone. 


Maybe someday, once I’ve got friends 
again. 


[ Sunday, 04/10/2022 ] 


A lot has changed in the last month. My 
first week here was pretty quiet, and I was 
able to get a lot done. I transported 
mattresses from various houses to the 
school and started turning the classrooms 
into living quarters. I’m still furnishing 
them further, of course, but the difference 
is already immense. 


Around mid-March, I had my first family 
move in. They had been traveling together 
for a couple weeks, after finally 
abandoning their home following a break- 
in. They’re nice people from around the 
beltway. Clearly, they had managed to 
avoid danger up to that point, because the 
incident left them truly shaken. There’s 
Franny and Bob, the parents, and two kids. 
The eldest is Live, and the younger boy is 
West. West has proven very helpful around 
the school. He likes working with his 
hands. And Live is smart as a whip, always 
making suggestions on ways to improve 


things. 


A couple weeks after they showed up, we 
found a straggler at Target while gathering 
supplies. An older guy, somewhere in his 
late fifties, named David. He’s quiet, which 
makes me nervous sometimes. But he 
hasn’t shown anyone any harm and seems 
friendly enough when you engage him. It 
just doesn’t come easy. 


It looks like we have the start of a 
community here, Andrew. I wish you were 
around to see it, to be a part of it. After all, 
you’re the father, in more ways than one. 


I’m pregnant. 


CROSSING RED 


DISCARDED JOURNAL ENTRY 
Is it just me? 


Why do people act like I’m crazy and weird? I 
don’t understand it. I feel normal. Normal 
enough, I guess. Everybody has their own shit 
to deal with. It can’t just be me. I know my 
grades suck and my dad sucks and I’m not one 
of those jock assholes. But there are people 
that have it worse. I’m in class with losers 
every day. ’m not the worst of them. I know 
I’m not. 


Sometimes I get really angry and can’t control 
myself. I know it. I just can’t always help it. 
Maybe I am fucked up. That’s what Dr. Reed 
tells me. She’s not nice, at least not to me. She 


calls me names a lot. 
Bitch. 


I don’t know why I’m even writing this down. 
Dr. Reed told me it could help me process 
things because I’m not very good at that. I 
rage too easily. But I think this journal is 
actually making me angrier. Kind of defeats 
the purpose, doesn’t it? 


CHAPTER 1 : AUDIO 
TRANSCRIPT 


[Statement of Agatha Richardson on June 
14th, 2018 - 1:12 PM] 


As interviewed by Detective Albert Tuttle of 
the Tommyknockers Police Department 


Richardson: I told you when you picked me up, 
I'm not sure what he's doing. 


Detective Tuttle: Well, we're on the record now, 
Ms. Richardson. So, humor me. 


Richardson: You mean tell a joke? 


Detective Tuttle: No. Let's...just move on. 
Matthew Hart is your boyfriend, is he not? 


Richardson: Sometimes. We were together until a 
couple days ago. 


Detective Tuttle: What ended it? 


Richardson: Nothing, I s'pose. That's just when I 
last saw him. 


Detective Tuttle: Were you two on good terms? 
Richardson: We was normal. 
Detective Tuttle: How did Matthew seem to you? 


Richardson: A little irritated and tired. But he 
had me, anyway. 


Detective Tuttle: What do you mean he had you? 
Richardson: We fucked, detective. 


Detective Tuttle: When you were with him, did 
he say anything about leaving? 


Richardson: Leavin'? 
Detective Tuttle: The area. Moving away. 
Richardson: He never said anythin’ to me. 


Detective Tuttle: Did he ever talk about his 
trailer? Or his landlord? 


Richardson: He talked about his trailer like 


anyone talks about their home, I s'pose. 
Detective Tuttle: Nothing about the bills? 


Richardson: He was short on money, but he 
always is. We all are. 


Detective Tuttle: And his landlord? Did he ever 
talk about him? 


Richardson: You mean the old guy? 

Detective Tuttle: Tyler Parks. He was fifty-seven. 
Richardson: Yeah, I've heard about him. 
Detective Tuttle: What would Matthew say? 
Richardson: That he's a grumpy asshole. 
Detective Tuttle: Was this recently? 


Richardson: He may have said something 
recently, but I'm not sure. I don't really care what 
goes on with him and his landlord. 


Detective Tuttle: Uh-huh. 
Richardson: I don't like you writing so much. 
Detective Tuttle: I need my notes, Agatha. 


Richardson: Well, are we done yet? Why did you 
bring me in, anyway? 


Detective Tuttle: You came here willingly when 
we asked. You are not under arrest. 


Richardson: I know that. I just don't want any 
trouble. My brother once pissed off a cop on 
accident, and suddenly they were always looking 
for his car. Pulling him over for this stupid 
reason and that stupid reason. Out to get him, 
they were. And I don't want none of that. 


Detective Tuttle: Of course. 
Richardson: So, why is it? 


Detective Tuttle: You mean why did we ask you 
in? 


Richardson: Yes. 


Detective Tuttle: We are looking for your 
boyfriend, Agatha. He is in a lot of trouble. Do 
you have any way to contact him? 


Richardson: What for? What did he do now? 


Detective Tuttle: He's killed two people this 
morning, Agatha. 


Richardson: Bullshit. 


Detective Tuttle: One of the murders was caught 
on camera. 


Richardson: I don't believe you. 


Detective Tuttle: Do you have any way to contact 
him or not, Agatha? 


Richardson: I have his cell phone number. 


Detective Tuttle: Will you try to call him? Tell 
him to turn himself in? 


Richardson: Um...no. 
Detective Tuttle: No? 


Richardson: He isn't going to answer for me. He 
owes me money, and I told him not to come back 
without it. If he did what you say he did, I bet 
he's running. He's not good at clearing his head. 


Detective Tuttle: What do you mean? 


Richardson: I mean, once he loses it, it's hard for 
him to come back to reality. And if he truly 
killed someone, then he must have had a real 
bad episode. I seen it once. An episode of his. He 
gets blinded, so angry. He tends to self-medicate, 
I think you call it. To, like, not get mad so easily. 
Lots of drinking. He also has nightmares that get 
him going sometimes. A bit of a mental case, I 
guess. Good dick, though. 


Detective Tuttle: Agatha, people are in danger. 


Matthew is armed. You really won't help us? 
Richardson: I'm telling you. He won't answer. 


Detective Tuttle: Do you have any idea where he 
might have gone? Does he have a hiding place or 
an alternate address? 


Richardson: He likes the woods, I know that. 


Detective Tuttle: Uh-huh. Any woods in 
particular? 


Richardson: I don't know. 


Detective Tuttle: If you hear from him, will you 
tell us? 


Richardson: Why would I hear from him? 


Detective Tuttle: If he contacts you in any way. 
Or finds you. 


Richardson: Shit. You don't listen. He's not going 
to call me. He's not going to look for me. We just 
fuck sometimes. We ain't married. 


Detective Tuttle: Well then, who is he close to, 
Agatha? 


Richardson: No one really. He keeps to himself 
now that his mom is dead. His brother lives in 
Virginia or Maryland, someplace. And they hate 


each other. Matthew doesn’t really have any 
friends...he’s too weird and big, I guess. 


Detective Tuttle: I think we're done here. You 
can go. 


Richardson: Don't I get some sort of reward? 
Detective Tuttle: For what? 


Richardson: If you're looking for him, then you 
must be paying for information, right? 


Detective Tuttle: Get out. 


CHAPTER 2 : THE SWARM TO 
TIP THE DOMINOS 


Matthew Hart was slightly taller than six feet, 
with broad shoulders and a layer of thick, 
black hair covering most of his body. He 
wasn't necessarily a mean man, but he lacked 
control and sense. He was often irresponsible, 
foolish, and temperamental. Little things could 
set him off with ease, even things as simple as 
the local Gas Mart not having his brand of 
cigarettes in stock. He’d yell and curse and 
slam his fist down on the counter, making a 
scene. There were people scared of him. 


He lost his job at King Karl's, the grocery 
store down the’ road, _ that way. 
Tommyknockers was a_ small, tight-knit 
community in southeast Tennessee with little 
in the means of work, so his job was replaced 
later that same day (no problem there). This 
left Hart in a bit of pickle, one he'd call “bad 
luck,” even though luck had nothing to do 
with it. They say one should never yell at a 
customer, let alone shove them aside. Matthew 
did his best not to be violent, but he had an 
aggressive nature. 

This was the sort of thing he had dealt 
with all his life, it seemed. He was now thirty- 
six, jobless, living out of a beaten trailer 
(behind on rent), and alone. He didn't get 
along with his brother—the only member of 
his immediate family still living—and his 
girlfriend, Agatha, had told him to get out 
until he paid her back. He didn't understand 
why she wanted his forty dollars so bad; she 
was doing better than him, working nights and 
dealing on the side. Agatha could afford to cut 
him some slack, the way he saw it. 

It used to be that Hart cared for his 
mother and lived with her in his childhood 
home. He jumped from job to job to help pay 


the bills and, unlike most, his mother enjoyed 
his company. For a time, at least. She 
eventually grew tired of his recklessness and 
kicked him out. The trailer he found got the 
job done but he squeaked by on payments. 
Now that he was unemployed again, it seemed 
likely he would lose the place. 
Shit runs downhill. 


TERI 


On the morning of June 14th, Hart got out of 
bed at sunrise, although he no longer had a 
shift to work. It was out of habit, and he 
cursed it. But he was up now, a little after six, 
and the sun had followed suit; he might as 
well get dressed and ready. 

But ready for what? 

The lawn was a mess, so there was that to 
do. His push mower was kept under a tarp 
around back and was a piece of shit. The 
handlebars constantly dropped too low no 
matter how often he adjusted their screws, 
causing him terrible pain in his back whenever 
he cut the grass. But it was a job that needed 
to be done; as worn as the rental property 
was, Hart kept things as neat as possible. Call 


it a quirk. Even his trailer was clean and 
organized to the best of his ability. 

When Hart entered his kitchen and 
tugged at his shorts, he opened the fridge and 
ducked his head inside. There were only three 
more beers on the shelf, and Hart knew he 
would need at least one to get the lawn cut. 
That meant he would need to pick up more 
later, but with what money? Granted, he had a 
little cash in his bank account, but without 
any new checks on the way following his final 
slip from King Karl’s, would it be smart of him 
to purchase alcohol? Hart didn't give that 
much thought. He opened the fridge, counted 
the beers, and decided he would need more by 
that afternoon. It didn't matter that his 
financial resources were dwindling. 

So, Hart got his clothes on—including the 
knife strap he always kept around his shin, 
except when sleeping or showering—popped 
open one of his few remaining beers and 
headed outside to work. But he didn't get 
further than rounding the driveway before his 
landlord, Tyler Parks, pulled into the gravel 
with his old Ford pickup like thunder and 
lightning, loud as could be. 


TKK 


When Hart was eighteen, he graduated by the 
skin of his teeth. His father had died of a heart 
attack the year before, and his mother was 
supporting him and his younger brother with 
the help of the state. Though she worked, the 
money was certainly not enough; Henrietta 
Hart became so desperate that she started 
hooking as a result. Though Hart knew this, 
his brother, Jeremy, did not. Jeremy was still 
a sophomore at the time, two years younger. 
Hart had only found out about his mother 
because a boy he knew claimed to have paid 
her one night for a blow job. Hart had lost his 
cool then, found the guy, and beat the living 
shit out of him. 

Luckily for him, the police were never 
called. It wasn't until a couple months later 
that Hart got arrested for the first time, thanks 
to an underage DUI charge. His next offense 
would come in the way of marijuana 
possession the following winter. By the time 
his brother was entering his senior year, Hart 
had become a known loser around town. To be 
fair, it had been expected from most who 
knew him. Since he was a toddler, Hart had 


been known to throw violent tantrums and 
attack other kids. His anger didn’t get much 
better with age. Though he learned to channel 
it a little after graduation, he still killed 
someone at eighteen. But that was never 
discovered. 

Hart went to jail once, a few years later 
when he was twenty-two. He was pulled over 
for intoxication one too many times. He did 
ninety days and got two years’ probation. It 
was at the age of thirty that his mother kicked 
him out and he moved to Tommyknockers, a 
small town ten miles further down the 
interstate. He didn't see his mother or brother 
again until Henrietta died of a cocaine 
overdose a year later. The funeral had been 
pathetic. Open casket, though, which allowed 
Hart to say goodbye. He had missed her until 
the very end. 

His grandfather paid for what little there 
was and made sure to inform Hart there was 
no inheritance to give. His brother, Jeremy, 
had returned to Tennessee for the funeral, just 
long enough to see his mother off and tell Hart 
he was still a piece of shit. Then they went 
another three years without talking again. The 
day had been a bust, as far as Hart was 


concerned. 

He started his job at King Karl's that fall 
and kept it for five years. He had never done 
so well anywhere. But then he'd lost his 
temper and blown it. 

Thirty-six and with nothing to show for 
his sad, shitty existence. 


TRIKE 


When Tyler Parks stepped out of his truck, his 
face was as unpleasant as ever. Seeing this, 
Hart thought, Ah, shit. Not today, man. 

The first thing his landlord yelled was, 
“You know what day it is, boy?” 

Hart actually didn't, nor did he care. 
“Mid-week?” 

Parks stomped over to Hart, his crooked 
finger shooting forward like a sword in spar. 
“That’s very fuckin’ funny, Hart. It’s the 
fourteenth.” 

“So?” 

“So, you have not paid me rent yet. It's 
two weeks late!” His finger began to stab 
Hart's chest repeatedly, bending with every 
impact. “You do this too often, boy! I've been 
nice for too long. You need to get out. Today!” 


Hart put up his hands, which had 
immediately begun to shake. “Hey, Ty. Don't 
fucking touch. You know that.” 

Parks moved his hands onto his hips 
instead. “You have my money?” 

Hart thought about that. Did he? 
Certainly not in cash, but what exactly did he 
have in checking? Some, but enough for the 
rent? He didn't know. 

“T may have half,” he said, unsure. 

“That’s not enough. And I’ve given you 
too many chances already.” Parks shook his 
head in frustration. “You’re costing me. You 
must leave. Today.” 

“Come on, Ty. That's crazy. Today is just 
one day! How is that any notice?” 

Parks pounded his first into his open 
palm. “You have not paid me! You are two 
weeks late! You don't deserve a notice. You 
signed a contract. You knew what the lease 
terms were.” 

Hart could feel his anger rising, trying to 
get the best of him. “I'll give you part of it, 
okay? And you give me more time to find a 
place.” This was a compromise, and a fair 
compromise in his opinion. It didn't matter 
how many times Hart had been late. People 


were people, and sometimes it was hard to 
gather scratch on time. 

Parks stared at him, trying to make his 
decision. Finally, he shook his head 
vehemently and said, “No. No! I'm done with 
you. Get out! Today! I will come back at five. 
And if you are still here, I will be calling the 
police.” He turned back toward his truck, 
putting the discussion to an end. 

Hart's whole body was shaking now. And 
when that happened, so did bad things. Things 
that tended to get him into trouble. Though 
he’d gone years without any physical 
altercation, his recent experience at the 
grocery store had flipped a dormant switch. 
He tried to hold back, he really did, but the 
swarm in his head took over. And once that 
happened, Hart could only ride out the storm 
that followed. 

So, just as Parks was opening his truck 
door, Hart tossed aside his beer, charged 
forward, and grabbed him by the back of the 
hair. He then took his landlord's head and 
slammed it into the truck three times with as 
much strength as he could muster. Once he'd 
finished, he let go, and Parks collapsed to the 
gravel in a heap. 


“You are crazy,” Parks groaned, his eyes 
crossed and unable to focus. “Something... 
something is wrong. What have you done, 
boy?” 

Hart looked down at him for several long 
seconds, hoping the storm had passed, but it 
hadn't. His arms were still pulsing, and his 
head was still surging. So, he opened the truck 
door, lifted Parks by the hair into the 
presented gap, and screamed in his face. 

Parks began to thrash, hoping to break 
free. “What are you doing? Let me go!” 

But Hart could no longer hear him. His 
head had become a swarm of angry bees, 
commanding him to slam the truck door. 
Which he did. Again and again, howling all 
the while. 


PRR 


In the fourth grade, Hart was suspended for 
three days after a fistfight broke out between 
him and a popular student in his class. When 
asked why he did it, Hart was unable to give 
them an answer to their liking. 

“T don't remember. I just went red.” 

The principal called in his parents (his 


father was still alive at the time) and made a 
show of questioning him again with them 
bearing witness. Hart told them the same 
thing he'd said just an hour earlier to Mr. 
Frederick. 

It wasn't until that evening that his head 
had cleared enough for him to really replay 
the altercation back in his memory. Tommy 
Wringer had been making fun of him in the 
playground—this being during recess—and 
when Hart told him to knock it off, Tommy 
only got louder, gathering a crowd around 
them. Next thing Hart knew, he was on top of 
the boy, pushing his face into the sand and 
yelling. 

He told his mother this after dinner, and 
she had a private conversation with his father 
that he didn't get to hear. When they called 
him back a little later, they had decided he 
would start talking to the school therapist 
upon his return to classes. 

Dr. Reed didn't treat Hart nicely. Hart 
could tell she was purposefully pushing his 
buttons every session they had together. When 
he told her what Tommy had said—calling 
him nothing but a poor idiot—she'd replied, 
“So?” 


There were few others Hart ever hated as 
much as he hated her. 


TRI 


When Hart opened his eyes again, he found 
himself falling in the grass beside the 
driveway. He must have stumbled backwards 
without remembering, the red having taken 
over sufficiently. But now that he was able to 
shake off the swarming bees, Hart could see 
Tyler Parks slumped within the frame of his 
truck door, quiet and still. To make matters 
worse, his landlord’s face was smashed bloody, 
and his right eye was dangling free of its 
socket like a taunting pendulum. 

“No,” Hart said, almost too quietly to 
hear himself. “No, no, no...” 

He blinked several times, hoping the 
scene before him could and would change, but 
Parks remained slumped and still. Dead out in 
the open for any passerby to see. 

Finally, Hart picked himself up and 
inched toward the truck with his hand held 
out before him. When he felt Parks around his 
neck for a pulse, Hart was unable to locate it. 
He cursed then, knowing he’d gone too far and 


couldn’t go back. 

“You idiot,” he said, inching away, into 
the grass. “What did you do?” His eyes jumped 
to the road, less than a hundred yards away. 
What if someone drove by? He needed to act 
quickly. 


TRI 


Richard was a lousy father, not so much with 
his youngest child, Jeremy—who he treated 
almost princely—but to Hart. When Hart was 
a young boy, Richard would yell at him on a 
daily basis, always shoving him aside and 
never showing him love. He was also a lousy 
husband to Henrietta, who he often beat with 
a belt. She'd come out of their room with 
angry welts from their fights, sometimes 
bloody and limping. 

When Hart was_ twelve—and his 
hormones were raging—he'd had enough of 
his mother being abused by his father. He 
confronted Richard during one of his episodes, 
and the two fought. Though the police were 
called by the neighbors, the family acted as if 
nothing had happened. False alarm. Nothing 
to see here. But following that day, Hart and 


his father had an ongoing trade of physical 
assault between them. 

When Hart got detention for harassing a 
girl he liked in school, his father trashed his 
bedroom and then laid in wait for his son to 
return home. When Hart did, his father 
appeared from behind and tossed him into the 
desk, yelling, “Are you fucking stupid, boy?!” 

But Hart always got him back. For every 
strike his father landed, Hart did something in 
return. It wasn't always physical, but vengeful, 
nevertheless. In response to that throw, Hart 
took all of his father's work shoes and burned 
them out back. It had been going into the 
weekend, so his father didn’t notice their 
absence until the following Monday. 

When Richard died of his heart attack 
during the summer leading into his oldest 
son’s senior year, there may as well have been 
a celebration. Henrietta wouldn't show it in 
front of her boys, but Hart could tell she was 
pleased on some level to be rid of the man. 
Though Hart was not allowed at the funeral, 
he still made a scene by placing a homemade 
sign out front of their house the day of 
Richard’s lowering. When his mother came 
home that afternoon and saw it, she simply 


pulled it from the ground without a word to 
Hart. He knew it was because she didn't quite 
disagree with the sentiment, just the 
presentation itself. For weeks, the sign 
remained in their closet. 


THE WORLD LOST A PIECE OF SHIT THIS 
WEEK. MY FATHER. GOOD RIDDANCE. 


TRIE 


Hart was in a panic. As he scanned the yard, 
his eyes fell upon the trash can (which was 
due for pick up the following morning), and 
he rushed over to it. There was only a single 
bag inside, so he pulled it out and tossed it 
aside. He then rolled the can down the 
driveway to where Parks rested and left it 
open beside the truck. 

This will work, he told himself. Stuff him 
in, the truck will come tomorrow, and he'll just 
disappear. 

Luckily for Hart, he was a large man. His 
back may have been iffy, but he was able to 
push through the pain long enough to lift 
Parks—a relatively frail man—into the can, 
before then folding the landlord’s legs into an 


awkward position, thus allowing the lid to 
close properly. Thank God the receptacle was 
on the larger side of ninety-five gallons. 

Moving the can to the curb was actually 
the hardest part. The wheels did not want to 
budge easily atop the gravel, so Hart really 
had to work for it. By the time he'd gotten the 
can into position, he was exhausted and 
sweating in the early morning heat. 

“Now what?” he asked aloud, examining 
the property. Surely, this would buy him time, 
but still, he'd killed a man that would be 
missed; Hart needed to leave the state and 
disappear. This wasn’t like last time when he 
had help, someone who covered his tracks. 
Matthew didn’t know how to handle this on 
his own. His instinct was to run and hide. 

I need to hurry, he told himself for the 
tenth time, heading quickly inside his trailer 
to pack a bag. Once he had the basics—some 
clean clothes, his toothbrush and toothpaste, 
some snacks and the remaining beers—he 
returned outside to his car. He didn't bother to 
bring along his phone or its charger; he 
figured he would need to replace them 
elsewhere. Maybe later in the day once he'd 
gotten some distance from Tommyknockers. 


But he didn't have much in the way of 
food, and nothing in the way of smokes. So, 
he'd have to swing by King Karl's quickly, no 
matter how much he despised the place. 
Afterwards, he would hightail it out of town 
and pray no one connected him to Tyler Parks’ 
disappearance. 

Hart was acting too rashly against time to 
realize his landlord's truck was still on the 
property, abandoned, and speckled in blood. 


CHAPTER 3 : SIXTEEN (PART 
ONE) 


“Dude, you’re going the wrong way.” 

Matthew Hart, a sophomore for only a 
month longer, turned from the creek to face 
his friend, Ricky. “Huh?” 

Ricky waved his hand and said, “The 
markers are down the hill. Not over there.” 
Tattoos of flames danced up his arms, 
camouflaging the scars across his wrists. He 
was twenty years old, out of high school and 
known for taking advantage of teenagers. Hart 
was his latest victim, someone he aimed to 
train for drug deals and robberies. In one 


hand, he held a rifle. In the back of his 
waistband, a revolver was tucked safely away 
for later. They were headed to a range hidden 
in the woods; there, Ricky would teach Hart 
how to shoot a gun. 

“Sorry,” Hart said, leaving the creek to 
follow his friend. The water had distracted 
him. He was drawn to nature, always had 
been. The mountains were his safe place. 
Where Ricky was taking them, he’d never 
been. They’d walked a half mile so far, just 
beyond the trailer park where Ricky lived. 

“How much further?” he asked, eyeing 
their surroundings. 

“A minute or two. You see the spray paint 
on that tree? The hill comes next.” Ricky lifted 
his rifle to inspect its mounted scope. “At that 
tree, you'll see the markers. We can hit some 
from up here if you want. But the distance 
might be a bit advanced for a newb like 
yourself.” 

Hart bit down on his tongue, annoyed. 
“Let me see the gun,” he said, holding out a 
hand. 

Ricky passed the rifle over and told him, 
“The safety is off, so watch where you point 
that thing.” 


Hart took the lead and began toward the 
spray-painted tree. Once alongside it, he 
peered down the hill at the markers below. 
They were about a quarter mile away, hidden 
amongst the trees. Hart spotted one with a 
clear view and raised the scope to his eye to 
view its bullseye. 

“You haven’t done this before, right?” 
Ricky asked, stopping beside him, and 
watching. 

“Not with a scope. And it’s been about 
five years.” 

Hart lined up his shot and pulled the 
trigger. Leaves scattered near the target, 
kicking up a cloud of dirt. 

“Damn.” 

Ricky clapped his hands twice. “Dude, 
that was actually good. You were close. I 
didn’t know you'd be so easy to get going.” 

Hart lowered the rifle and turned to 
Ricky. “Get going for what?” 

Ricky grinned. “I have some work if 
youre interested. Easy money. But there’s still 
more to teach you. It’s just nice to know you 
can handle a gun.” With that, Ricky began 
down the hill slowly, careful not to slip. 

Hart watched him go a moment before 


following suit. 


CHAPTER 4 : GRAND THEFT 
AUTO 


While inside King Karl's, Hart immediately 
attracted the attention of the assistant store 
manager, a fat man by the name of Arnold 
Coleman. Hart did his best to ignore him, but 
Coleman approached him in the cereal aisle to 
ask what he was doing there. 

“Shopping, of course,” Hart said, trying 
to control himself. He despised Coleman; he'd 
been the one to call Hart into his office and 
fire him loudly for all to hear. 

“Why not go to another store?” Coleman 
said, eyeing Hart. 

“Because I'm allowed to shop wherever 
the fuck I want,” Hart told him, taking a box 
of Frosted Flakes down from the shelf. “So, 
leave me alone.” 

“T'll be watching you on the cameras,” 
Coleman said, making his turn away. “And 
any funny business, I'll call the cops.” 

“Just shoppin', asshole.” 

Coleman wobbled off. Hart wanted to 


hurt him, but he managed to keep the bees at 
bay. His body was exhausted from the event at 
his trailer, so that was probably working in his 
favor now; he just didn't have the energy for 
another fight so soon. 

While at the registers checking out—with 
a cart full of cereal, pop-tarts, granola bars, 
and other dry snacks, along with two cases of 
beer—Hart noticed Coleman standing by the 
Customer Service desk, his arms crossed, and 
his eyes glued on Hart. 

“That will be sixty-two, fifty-seven.” 

Hart returned his attention to the cashier, 
a young girl just out of high school. He read 
her name tag and flashed a smile. 

“T'll be using my card, Debbie.” 

The girl pointed to the machine in front 
of Hart. “Just swipe it here and follow the on- 
screen instructions.” 

Once he'd finished checking out— 
wondering how much he now had remaining 
in his checking account, and if he should go 
by the bank to simply empty it—Hart headed 
out the automatic doors with his middle finger 
held up in Coleman’s direction. 


TREK 


The first time Hart had a meeting with Dr. 
Reed, she made it very clear that she thought 
little of him. In fact, she came right out and 
told him he was a stupid boy at the end of that 
session, saying his body was guided by a weak 
mind that relied too heavily on_ his 
exaggerated emotions. And although she was 
right to some degree, Hart didn't appreciate 
hearing it from a so-called professional. Aside 
from his father, an adult had never spoken to 
him this way before, and it angered him. 

“Let's see, Matthew. What should we 
discuss today?” she asked the next time he 
entered her office. 

Hart shrugged, not wanting to talk, not 
wanting to be there. 

“How old are you now?” 

“Nine.” 

“You're a big boy for nine. Have you 
already started puberty?” 

Hart felt uncomfortable. “I don't know. 
But I'm about to turn ten.” 

“Well, are you getting hair in new places? 
Feeling hostile more often? Like, you have 
more energy than you can handle? Or maybe, 
not enough to get through the day?” 

Hart shrugged again. 


“Are you unable to use your brain and 
answer my questions, Matthew?” 

He glared at her. “I'm not having 
puberty.” 

“The way you act sure makes it seem like 
you've started,” she said, writing something 
down on her pad. “And your size is surprising 
for your age.” 

“My mom says I'm going to be really big 
one day.” 

“You already are. Maybe that's the 
problem. Is your body growing faster than 
your brain?” She said this with a smile that 
Hart loathed. 

“Why are you mean to me?” he asked, his 
arms beginning to shake. 

“IT am looking for you to outburst, 
Matthew. I want to see how you react to 
things.” 

“Why?” 

“To better understand you,” she said. “I 
can see you're trembling right now. Is that 
because you're mad at me?” 

“T guess.” 

“You guess? Do you not understand 
anything about yourself, Matthew?” 

“Shut up.” 


“That's a demerit.” 

“That's not fair!” 

“Don't yell at me, Matthew.” 

She was smiling again. 

“Do you get along with the other kids in 
your class?” she asked. 

“T guess. Some.” 

“Who don't you get along with, and 
why?” 

“Tommy.” 

“The boy you attacked?” 

“He was making fun of me!” 

“Why did you think physical violence 
would be the answer?” 

“Huh?” 

“What made you think attacking Tommy 
would solve your problem?” 

“Tt shut him up.” 

“That's true. But it also got you into 
trouble and landed you here with me. Was it 
worth it?” 

Hart thought about that. 

Dr. Reed waited, watching him process. 

Finally, Hart said, “I guess not.” 

“So, tell me what happened then.” 

“With Tommy at recess?” 

She nodded. 


“He was calling me stupid, and saying I 
pee myself because I'm so stupid. Which isn't 
true!” 

“Were there other students around?” 

“Yes. He was making fun of me in front 
of everyone.” 

“And what did you do? Did you ask him 
to stop?” 

“Yeah.” 

“But he didn't?” 

“No.” 

“You told Mr. Frederick you saw red. 
Explain that to me.” 

Hart didn't know how, so he shrugged. 

“Do you often see red?” Dr. Reed asked. 

“Not a lot. Just sometimes when I get 
really angry.” 

“Do you lose control when you see red?” 

“T guess.” 

“Do you remember the things you do 
when you see red?” 

“Not at first...but I do later.” 

“So, seeing red is like a blind rage for 
you.” 

“T don't know...” 

“What else happens when you see red?” 

“Um...1 can't hear anything. Just the 


bees.” 

“What bees?” 

“The ones in my head. They start buzzing 
really loud. Like they're angry.” 

Dr. Reed wrote something down. “I see.” 

“What?” 

“Matthew, I think you're going to be in 
therapy all through school. Maybe beyond 
that. And do you know why?” 

He shook his head. 

“Because you can't properly handle 
distress. You simply explode.” She shook her 
head in a mockingly sad sort of way. “That's 
just the kind of thing that happens to simple- 
minded people. And you are most certainly 
one of them.” 

Hart didn't know why she hated him. 
She'd shown him disgust the moment he'd first 
entered her office and continued to do so until 
he moved into middle school. It was much 
later that he found out she'd once dated his 
father, Richard, as a teenager in the seventies. 

After that, he no longer wondered. 


TRIKE 


As Hart pushed his shopping cart across King 


Karl's parking lot, he noticed the Honda 
parked beside his Echo, the owner's key fob 
resting forgotten in its cup holder. He stopped 
between the two vehicles, preparing to load 
his trunk, and thought, I should probably switch 
Cars... 

And this was a nice one. A recent model, 
at least a few years younger than his own 
vehicle. 

Hart scanned the parking lot to see if 
anyone else was outside, but it was just him. 
Casually, he peered back at the store, hoping 
that Coleman had moved his attention onto 
something or someone else. And he had; no 
one was by the display windows looking 
outside the mart. 

Do it, Hart told himself. If the police find 
Parks, they may come looking for my shitty Echo. 

“But not this,” he said aloud, grinning. No 
sir, not in a 2015 Honda Accord. 

So, as casually as he could, Hart moved 
his packed bag from his Echo into the 
unlocked Honda and followed it with his 
groceries. Once he was done, he wasted no 
time in getting away from King Karl’s. He left 
his shopping cart pressed up against his own 
vehicle, grabbed the key fob from the cup 


holder, and started up the Honda. 

Once he'd left the parking lot, he let 
himself relax by turning the stereo up loud. If 
he was going to be on the run, then why not 
enjoy it? 


PRK 


Sergeant Kelly Fogel had been up since four 
that morning, making sure to get her time in 
at the gym before reporting to duty. It was 
part of her daily routine, and important to her. 
If she didn't keep in shape—Lord knew too 
many of her co-workers did not—then she 
wouldn't be able to keep at the top of her 
game, which was simply unacceptable by her 
standards. 

Sgt. Fogel was a heroine. She'd saved 
multiple people over the years, including a 
would-be-rape-victim from a man the force 
spent months trying to locate. People regarded 
Fogel highly, and the community knew her 
well. Not only was she good at her job, but she 
was also kindhearted and easy to befriend. 

She had no idea what kind of turn her 
day would take in the coming hours, but she 
thought herself prepared. She'd exercised, had 


her coffee, and cleaned her firearm. She felt 
good, damn good. She'd even slept well the 
night before, which seemed to be her biggest 
struggle in life. 

The car theft didn't cross her radio. It had 
taken place in Tommyknockers, several towns 
over from her location in Winslow, where she 
was parked in an empty lot shooting radar. 
However, around nine-thirty in the morning, 
she did hear from dispatch that a suspicious 
vehicle had been reported just around the 
corner from her, a white Honda Accord. She 
immediately got on the comm to tell Officer 
Baker she would look into it and started her 
cruiser. 


TROKIK 


Hart had stopped off in Winslow to eat his 
breakfast, which consisted of a granola bar 
and an apple from his earlier grocery 
purchases. He was starving and in need of the 
break, despite having only driven a little over 
an hour from Tommyknockers. He doubted 
anyone would notice Parks any sooner than 
the garbage truck's arrival the next morning, 
so stopping didn’t seem like much of a risk. 


Having been on a long, back road at the 
time, he'd simply pulled off into the grass of 
someone's front yard to quickly eat his snack. 
There was no shoulder to speak of, but he 
hadn't expected anyone to be upset by his 
stopping. And yet, within several minutes of 
being there, the police were called for 
trespassing. The caller had even provided 
Hart’s license plate, which was reported stolen 
from Tommyknockers just forty minutes 
earlier by its owner. 

If Hart had known any of this, he would 
have immediately left the area. But he was 
oblivious and hungry, his attention focused 
solely on the snacks in hand. When a police 
cruiser pulled up behind him and flashed its 
lights, he nearly started the car to run. But 
then what? The officer would surely chase and 
catch him. No, he needed to think of 
something else, and quickly. 

Sgt. Fogel didn't approach Hart’s driver- 
side window as he’d expected; instead, she 
spoke into a speaker from beside her cruiser. 
“Step out of the vehicle, put your hands in the 
air, and get down onto your knees.” 

Hart cursed and thought of the knife he 
had concealed within his pant leg, the one he 


always had on his person. Did he dare? He'd 
already killed one person that day. Would 
another really matter at this point? Especially 
since the police were clearly looking for him 
now, which he hadn’t anticipated so soon. 
Killing Parks wasn’t going to be swept under 
the rug or go undiscovered. 

To appear as if he was following 
directions, Hart stepped out of the car with his 
hands held above his head. 

“Did I do something wrong, officer?” he 
asked, turning to view the sergeant. “I was just 
stopping to eat a snack.” 

“Get on your knees in the grass. The 
vehicle you are driving was reported stolen 
this morning,” she called to him, replacing the 
speaker handheld. 

Fuck me, Hart thought with some 
annoyance. He'd never considered the vehicle 
being his downfall. And so quickly he’d been 
cornered! 

He cursed his bad luck repeatedly and got 
down on his knees in the surrounding grass. 
Luckily, his knife was located on the side of 
his shin, but this would still be a difficult 
position for retrieving it. And the sergeant 
needed to be closer anyway for him to attack. 


As long as she stood at a distance, he was 
helpless. Surely, she wouldn't wait around for 
assistance, would she? 

Sgt. Fogel grabbed her radio and spoke 
into it, quietly enough that Hart could barely 
hear her. 

“T have the suspect pulled over and out of 
the vehicle. Will detain now.” 

She replaced the radio and began toward 
him, her hand resting on the hip of her gun 
holster. “Don't move,” she told him sternly as 
she neared. “You are under arrest for grand 
theft auto.” She moved around him, keeping a 
nice distance at first, but then stepping closer 
from behind to take his arms. 

That’s when Hart made his move. He 
dropped himself sideways and kicked hard 
into Fogel's left knee, pushing it painfully 
inward with a loud snap. She screamed in pain 
and fell into the spot Hart had been waiting. 
Before she could pull her firearm—which she 
immediately went for—Hart produced his 
knife (thanking God for the baggy jeans he'd 
worn that morning) and shoved the blade into 
the side of the officer’s neck. A spurt of blood 
surprised him, and he stumbled backwards. 
When he did, Sgt. Fogel brought forth her 


firearm unsteadily and pulled the trigger. 
Though the shot went too wide, the sound 
split Hart's left eardrum, and he howled in 
pain. 

Sgt. Fogel was bleeding profusely from 
the knife in the side of her neck, but she 
wasn't going to stop. She tried to straighten on 
her broken kneecap and aimed her Glock once 
more. Hart saw her moving and rolled just in 
time. He launched his large body onto Set. 
Fogel and knocked her onto her back. For a 
moment, they wrestled for the gun, but Hart 
struck her hard in the face. Stars danced 
before her eyes as Hart stood with the Glock, 
held it before him, and fired twice. 

The seconds that followed felt like hours 
to him. He stood in a daze momentarily before 
turning toward the house up the slight hill. He 
could see an old woman looking out her 
window, screaming into a phone. Surely, she 
had called the cops once more. 

This is bad, he realized, returning from his 
trance. 

But he couldn't take the Honda again. 
They would be looking for it. 

He considered the cruiser momentarily 
before telling himself the department probably 


had it tracked on GPS. 
So, he turned toward the woods on the 
opposite side of the road and ran. 


CHAPTER 5 : SIXTEEN (PART 
TWO) 


In the woods a mile beyond the trailer park, 
Ricky taught Hart how to properly hold and 
fire both his rifle and revolver, as well as how 
to load them and use their safety locks. They 
spent several hours with the markers, taking 
turns until they finally ran out of ammunition. 
As they gathered their things, Ricky reached 
into his pack and produced a bottle of water. 
He tossed it to Hart and said, “Tonight, we hit 
Robin’s house.” 

“Who?” 

“She’s a friend. I pay her to let my boys 
practice.” 

Hart took a drink from his water and 
shook his head. “I don’t know what you 
mean.” 

“She won’t be home. But she’ll know 
we're coming,” Ricky explained. “We break 
into her house, for practice. Make sure you 


can handle it before trying the real thing.” 

“She doesn’t care?” 

Ricky gave his toothy grin. “Like I said, I 
pay her for the trouble.” He pocketed his 
revolver and began toward the hill. “Come on. 
Pll call her from the trailer.” 

Hart looked back at the targets before 
moving. He wondered about Ricky, if he could 
be trusted. He’d heard the rumors like anyone 
else; Ricky was manipulative and suspect at 
the best of times. There was even a story 
about a thug in California sending Ricky to 
Tennessee to distribute a new drug around the 
tri-city area for them. Some sort of blue shit. 
Ricky seemed a bit young for that to be true, 
but Hart told himself to remain cautious, 
nevertheless. If the rumors were true, Ricky 
might be the type to kill him over a simple 
mistake. 

But the money...Ricky had promised him 
a grand for every house he hit. There had to 
be more to it than just stealing valuables. Hart 
wasn’t the brightest but even he knew 
something was probably being held back from 
him. It kept his eyes open. 


TRIKE 


That night, after dark, Hart met Ricky in a 
middle-class neighborhood near the school. 
Robin lived in a house without any close 
neighbors, surrounded by trees. Her property 
was located in the back of the neighborhood 
where only six other houses stood scattered in 
a stretch of two miles. It was an ideal target; 
no one would hear a breaking window or a 
shouldered door, not even in the silence of 
night. 

As promised, Robin’s house was dark and 
supposedly empty. To keep with the charade, 
Ricky instructed Hart to dress in black with his 
hair and hands covered. Hart arrived on his 
bike and found Ricky parked beside the 
basketball court in the park. Robin’s house 
was another five minutes deeper into the 
neighborhood from there, Hart learned prior 
to climbing into Ricky’s Town Car. 

“Don’t be nervous,” Ricky told him as 
they left the park in their rearview. “Though 
we are breaking into this place, it won’t be 
reported. Robin went out with her friends 
tonight so that we could do this undisturbed. 
You need practice. She knows this. And when 
she gets home in the morning, she’ll just call 
Tag to fix whatever we end up breaking.” 


“Who’s Tag?” 

“Does it matter? He’s her fucking 
handyman.” 

“How often do you do this?” 

“Practice at Robin’s? This will be the 
fourth time. Why? You ask too many fucking 
questions, dude.” 

Hart looked out the window at the 
passing houses and thought of Dr. Reed. “I 
do?” 

“Yeah. Knock it off.” 

Hart shrugged and said nothing else. Just 
thought of Dr. Reed and how he wanted her 
dead almost as much as he wanted his father 
dead. He hadn’t seen her in years, but she still 
occupied his mind often. He wondered if she 
lived in this neighborhood, if they could find 
her and kill her. Was he capable of such a 
thing? Sometimes, he wondered. 

“You good, man?” 

Hart snapped out of his daze and realized 
they were parked outside a dark house in a 
long gravel driveway. “Uh, yeah,” he said, 
straightening in his seat. “I guess I fell asleep.” 

“You were fucking drooling, man, but 
your eyes were open.” Ricky shook his head in 
disgust and threw open his door. “Get it 


together. Jesus.” 

Hart climbed out of the Town Car and 
eyed the house. “This it?” 

“No shit, Sherlock.” Ricky snickered, 
rounding the car and handing Hart a crowbar. 
“Now, get to work. Let’s see what you can 
handle.” 


TRIKE 


He met Robin the evening after. Ricky took 
him back to her house for dinner and drinks. 
Robin was a little older than Ricky, maybe 
twenty-three or so, and far too good looking 
for the likes of a criminal redneck. Hart 
immediately wondered how they ever met and 
became friends. 

“So, you're the new guy?” she asked him 
as they took seats in the living room. The 
place looked different in the light. It was clean 
and well decorated. Not at all what Hart had 
expected from a friend of Ricky’s. 

“T guess,” Hart replied, not sure what else 
to say. 

“T take it you haven’t done any jobs yet?” 

Hart shook his head. Ricky disappeared 
into the kitchen to get them drinks. Robin 


leaned forward to whisper while he was out of 
earshot. 

“Watch your back with him,” she said. 
“Trust me.” She sat back once more and 
stretched. “Just how old are you, Matthew? 
You look like a goddamn football star.” 

Hart smiled, embarrassed. “Sixteen. But 
I'll be seventeen in a couple months.” 

“What do you drive?” 

“Nothing yet.” 

“Ever been with a woman?” 

Hart swallowed. “No.” 

“What about a man?” 

“No.” 

“Well, who gets you going?” 

He wanted to say you do but held his 
tongue and looked away. 

Ricky returned with a case of beer and a 
bag of chips a moment later. As he placed 
these things down on the coffee table, Robin 
asked him to heat a bowl of nacho cheese for 
dipping. Ricky eyed Hart a beat before leaving 
again. Robin leaned forward to continue 
whispering as she had a minute earlier. 

“You don’t have to be shy,” she told Hart. 
“You look older than me, you know? 
Handsome, too. Maybe you _ stay behind 


whenever Ricky leaves?” 

Hart choked and quickly grabbed a beer 
for a drink. Robin leaned back and laughed 
lightly, her eyes looking Hart up and down. 

“Do you, uh...do you and Ricky ever...?” 

She smiled and shook her head. “No. I 
mean, once. But I was drunk, and he took 
advantage. That’s kind of his thing.” 

Ricky shouted from the kitchen: “I heard 
that!” 

Robin shouted back: “Don’t tell me you 
didn’t know!” 

Hart eyed her a moment before deciding 
this was normal banter for the two of them. 
When Ricky returned with a bowl shortly 
after, he appeared amused and not at all 
angry. 

“She come onto you?” he asked Hart, 
dropping himself onto the couch beside Robin. 

“Um...” 

Robin answered for him. “I did.” 

“Lucky you,” Ricky said to Hart. “I 
suppose you deserve a night of fun before your 
first hit.” 

“My first hit?” 

Ricky nodded with a cheesy chip 
approaching his lips. “Tomorrow night, you’ve 


got a job to do.” 

“What is it?” 

“Tt’s what you did. But with a list.” 

“What kind of list?” 

Ricky chewed and_ swallowed his 
mouthful before replying. “The kind of list 
that tells you what the fuck to do,” he said, 
meeting Hart’s gaze. “Don’t you worry. It pays 
a G, remember? That’s too good for your 
damn questions.” 

Robin shook her head. “You can be such 
an asshole, Ricky. He’s new to this. Take it 
easy.” 

Hart took a long drink from his beer 
before finding the courage to ask Robin, “How 
do you come into this? Besides offering the, 
uh, practice space.” 

Ricky laughed. “Bold.” 

Robin smiled and replied, “I find the 
work. Well, some of it.” 

“She’s the boss here,” Ricky said. “There’s 
a chain of command, you know? For the tri- 
city area, she’s our manager, you could say.” 

“Who’s above her?” Hart asked, the 
alcohol making him reckless. He was already 
down a bottle in his nervousness, ready to 
start another. 


“Now, that is a question to keep to 
yourself,” Robin said, her eyes narrowing to 
study Hart. “Maybe one day you'll find out. 
Maybe you won’t. Frankly, it doesn’t matter 
right now. Just do the jobs passed down to 
you and you'll get paid handsomely for your 
trouble. Got it?” 

Hart nodded and took another drink. 
Ricky watched him closely for several long 
silences before saying, “How about a movie 
before I go?” 

Robin tossed the remote into his lap. 
“Have at it. I’m taking the new guy outside for 
a smoke.” She looked at Hart and _ stood. 
“Come on, Matthew.” 

Hart stood with his beer and followed her 
onto the back deck. Against the railing, she 
leaned forward to look across the lawn at the 
woods backing her property. 

“How do you do in school?” she asked 
him. 

“Just enough to pass.” 

“Better than I thought,” she _ sighed, 
procuring a cigarette and Zippo lighter. After 
taking a deep, quiet drag, she said, “It may 
seem like you work for Ricky, but you work 
for me. He’s just your trainer and messenger. 


Don’t let him fool you into thinking he’s 
special.” 

Hart kept his mouth shut and listened. 

“T consider myself friendly enough and 
accommodating. But don’t fuck with moe. 
Otherwise, my boss will come down on you 
hard enough that you'll be able to stick your 
tongue in your own ass all you want. He’s not 
someone you want to see here in Tennessee.” 

Hart drank from his beer and stared out 
at the trees. There was a gentle breeze in the 
night, brushing against his arms and making 
him shiver. 

“Why did you join Ricky in the woods the 
other day?” she asked him. 

“T, uh...don’t have many friends.” 

“Well, as long as you don’t fuck up, we 
can be friends. Yeah?” 

“Sure,” he nodded. 

“And tonight, we’ll be very good friends. 
Do you know why?” 

“Because you want us to sleep together?” 

“For this reason,” she said, passing him 
her cigarette. “I need you to be fearless. A 
virgin isn’t fearless. They still have too much 
to look forward to. You get your dick wet, I 
own you and your fear. I’ll make you stronger. 


Pll unleash your potential. You understand?” 
Hart took a drag from her cigarette and 
nodded. “I think so.” 
She smiled. “Good.” 


CHAPTER 6 : MANHUNT 


Hart had never run so hard in his life. He 
crossed through the woods and reached the 
other side—the back lot belonging to a 
sandwich shop—about the same time Sergeant 
Fogel was being loaded into an ambulance as 
Sheriff James Connell played back her cruiser's 
dash cam. 

Parked along the side of the building was 
a Pappy Horn's delivery truck, a vehicle 
roughly the size of a mailman's truck. Hart ran 
tiredly over to it and threw open the back 
doors. Inside were towers of boxes containing 
chips, but toward the front of the vehicle was 
the driver entering a store order into his 
handheld. The young man immediately looked 
up and over at Hart, startled. 

“What are you doing? Get out of here.” 

Hart showed him the stolen Glock and 
said, “You're taking me out of here.” 


*RKK 


Ray Pitolli had always worried his job at 
Pappy Horn's would get him hurt—their trucks 
were old and unsafe—but he’d never expected 
to be hijacked. When Matthew Hart climbed in 
through the rear doors of Ray’s truck with a 
gun in hand, Ray didn't know who the man 
was or why he was running. The police were 
just then seeing his face on camera and 
identifying him, so there hadn't been any 
public alerts yet made (not that Ray had his 
radio switched on to warn him; the damned 
thing never worked). 

As Ray started up the truck, his hands 
shook with terror. Though he desperately 
wanted to look over his shoulder at the large 
man who had commandeered his vehicle, he 
didn't want to press his luck, so he kept his 
eyes forward. This psycho could have just as 
easily shot him and taken the truck by force 
but hadn’t. Maybe that counted for something. 

“Get us on twenty-six, the fastest way you 
can,” the hijacker yelled over the roar of the 
truck’s engine. 

“East or west?” Ray asked, almost too 
quietly to hear. 


“Which comes first?” 

“West.” 

“Then do it. And act normal. Keep the 
speed limit.” 

Ray nodded, wanting a drink of water. 
His mouth was suddenly and quite terribly 
dry. 

“If you do anything to get us attention, 
I'll shoot you,” the hijacker said, tapping Ray 
on the shoulder with his Glock. Then he 
disappeared into the back, getting situated 
amongst the boxes. A minute later, Ray could 
hear the crunching of chips being eaten. 

I need to call Fiona, he thought. Somehow. 
Unfortunately, he'd left his phone in the 
printer bag, which was currently resting 
behind his seat. 

Fiona was his wife, and she was back at 
the house as pregnant as could be, currently 
on maternity leave. There was no way he was 
going to get himself killed today, especially 
over a shitty truck full of chips. Fuck that. He 
would take this guy wherever he wanted, and 
then find a way to leave in peace. 

The fact that the guy hadn't straight 
killed him gave Ray hope his gunman wasn't 
interested in pulling the trigger if he could 


avoid it. He kept that in mind and tried to 
remain calm. 


TRIKE 


They had a positive ID within an hour of 
responding to Sgt. Fogel's squad car. A 
detective in Tommyknockers was sent to 
collect the girlfriend for questioning, while 
Sheriff Connell spoke with Arlene Hold over 
the phone. She was the TBI spokeswoman 
currently on her way into Winslow to meet 
with him. The acting Director, Sully Furgeson, 
was in his office preparing for what would 
come next: a manhunt. 

“You don't go after one of our own and 
get away with it,” Arlene told him as she 
drove. “We will get an alert sent out shortly. 
Everyone will be looking for this guy.” 

“What is our next move?” Sheriff Connell 
asked, knowing the answer. 

“Press conference.” 


CHAPTER 7 : BLUE ALERT 


{Tweet by the Tennessee Bureau of 


Investigation} 


TBI 
@TBInvestigation 


We're issuing a Tennessee Blue Alert for Matthew 
Hart, the person-of-interest in the shooting death 
of a Vanna County sheriffs deputy. He is 
believed to be armed and dangerous. 


Spot him? Call 911! 
[image attached] 
10:10 AM—June 14, 2018 


CHAPTER 8 : I-26 W 


A half hour later, they were on the interstate 
and Hart was thinking, So far, so good. 

Though he had no way to check the news 
—having accidentally left his phone back at 
King Karl’s with his car, sitting right there in 
the cupholder—Hart didn't think the police 
were aware he'd taken a chip truck as his 
getaway. 

But how far could they go in this thing 
before he'd need to make a change? He'd bet 
by five or so, the kid's boss would be calling 
for him to return. Then what? If he let the kid 


go, he'd probably call the cops the moment 
Hart vanished around the corner. And if he 
didn't let the kid go, maybe the boss would 
report the truck stolen. Either way, Hart 
would receive unwanted attention. 

Better not ride this out too long, he decided. 
Maybe a couple hours, and then he'd make a 
switch of some sort. He just needed to figure 
out how and where. 

And whether or not to let the kid live... 


TRI 


The following report appeared on_ the 
community news site, Vanna Support, shortly 
after the Tennessee Blue Alert went live: 


Winslow Sergeant Slain by Car Thief 


Jeannie Green, The Vanna Support 
Published 10:22 a.m. ET June 14, 2018 


WINSLOW—A Vanna County deputy, currently 
unnamed, died in the line of duty this morning 
while responding to a call regarding a suspicious 
vehicle that had been reported stolen earlier in 
Tommyknockers this morning. The call was 
placed in Winslow, off Old Garamond Road, 
which passes through the town in its residential 


sectors. 


Shortly after the Winslow deputy arrived on 
scene, the Sheriffs office lost communication. 
According to the WPD, another call was placed 
just moments after their last contact with the 
deputy, in which a resident reported shots fired. 


The currently unnamed deputy was declared 
dead on scene upon arrival. 


The suspect has just been identified as Matthew 
Hart, with the help of the deputy's dashboard 
surveillance from the responding cruiser. The 
vehicle Hart was driving, a white 2015 Honda 
Accord, was reported stolen just an hour earlier. 
Hart appears to have left the scene on foot, 
abandoning the vehicle. 


The TBI, which is leading the manhunt and 
investigation, has just issued a Tennessee Blue 
Alert, used in the matters of fallen or injured law 
enforcement officers. 


Matthew Hart is described as being 6'1”, large, 
muscular, and hairy. He is considered armed and 
dangerous. 


Law enforcement is asking residents to call 911 if 
they see Hart, but not to approach him 
themselves. He is currently believed to be on foot 


and armed. 


This is an ongoing story. Check back later for 
updates. 


TREK 


Avery Muntz—head of the Pappy Horn's 
district where Ray Pitolli worked—was sitting 
at a sad desk eating a snack when his cell 
phone rang. He looked at the screen for the 
caller ID and cursed when he saw it was Dave 
from the Grocery County in Winslow. He 
checked the long chart dangling from his 
bulletin board and saw that it was Ray 
assigned to the stop. 

“Hi there, Dave. What can I do for you?” 
he answered after this quick clarification. 

“Well, Ave, I got a problem,” Dave began, 
his tone plagued by obvious annoyance. “Your 
boy, Ray, didn't bring us enough of the Party 
Pack size, and we've got the BOGO sale that 
started yesterday. The day is just starting to 
pick up, and I can already tell our shelves will 
be pathetically low by the end of it. Ray may 
be back tomorrow, but that's not soon enough. 
Your section is about to look like shit.” 

Avery cursed under his breath and 


sighed. “I hear you, Dave. I'll call him to do a 
second pull, and in the meantime get the 
warehouse to set aside the product in 
preparation for his swing back around. It will 
probably be a couple hours, though.” 

“That's fine. Just make sure he comes by 
this afternoon.” 

“T will.” 

Dave ended the call without responding. 

Avery cursed again and stood. As he 
looked up Ray's contact card in his phone, he 
began out of the office and toward the 
connected warehouse building. The phone 
rang and rang, but no one answered. When he 
got the voice service, he left a short message. 
“Ray, call me back. We need to return to your 
Grocery County today.” He then lowered the 
phone and entered a text message that went 
into further detail. 

Once it was sent, he located one of the 
loaders and told them he needed two cases of 
every flavor in the Family Pack size set on the 
dock for pickup. 


TRIE 


Ray Pitolli heard his phone ringtone—a clip 


from “Bicycle” by Queen—from the printer 
bag and knew what it would mean for his 
current situation. 

“What's that?” the hijacker asked, 
standing from his makeshift seat and leaning 
through the cab passageway. 

Ray hesitated but answered. Better to 
keep him happy, he thought. 

“That's my phone.” 

“Where's it coming from?” 

“The bag behind my seat. The one I put 
my handheld inside before we left.” 

The hijacker rummaged through the bag 
and brought out the phone. “It's good you 
weren't carrying this on your person,” he said, 
laughing. “I hadn't thought of you having 
one.” 

Ray's grip on the steering wheel 
tightened. What kind of idiot am I dealing with? 

The hijacker brought up the lock screen 
and swiped away the listed notifications, 
including the recently issued Blue Alert, 
without pause. Then he said, “What's your 
password?” 

“8-2-2-6” 

The hijacker was quiet as he unlocked the 
phone and saw the Phone icon flashing 1 in its 


corner. He opened the list of calls, and said, 
“Who is Avery?” 

Ray sighed. “That's my boss.” 

“Someone in trouble?” 

“Not necessarily, but he never calls just to 
chat.” 

“Well, he left you a voicemail.” 

“It's usually basic, like, 'call me,’ and 
click.” 

The phone beeped and the hijacker said, 
“Now, he's just sent you a text.” 

“Can I ask what it says?” 

The hijacker didn't reply. Instead, he took 
a minute to slowly read the message himself as 
Ray continued down 26W, going under the 
speed limit to keep them from getting too far 
too quickly. 

“What's a second pull?” the man asked 
finally. 

“Tt means I have to return for a second 
visit. Drop off more product, or at least work 
what I have in back-stock.” 

“He said you have to return to your 
warehouse to pick up the stuff.” 

“Shit.” 

“Where is your warehouse?” 

“We passed the exit a while back. We're 


not even in my sales district anymore.” 

“What happens if you don't respond?” 

“He will probably keep calling and 
texting until I do.” 

“And then what? If you still don't 
answer.” 

Ray shrugged, realizing what the hijacker 
must be thinking. “I suppose he will look my 
truck up on GPS, so he can know where I've 
run off to.” 

The man grunted angrily. “Where is the 
tracker?” 

“For the truck? I don't know.” That wasn't 
quite the truth. There was an odd_ box 
attached to some space below the light 
switches, and it had a blinking little bubble 
that drove him crazy when driving in the dark 
hours. Ray had always assumed this box to be 
the tracker, and he was right. 

“We need to part ways soon,” the man 
said after some pause. “What's the next small 
town?” 

“Um...I think the exit to Helvetica is up a 
little further. Maybe five minutes.” 

“Take it.” 

With that, the man returned to the cargo 
and sat down between the boxes. Ray sighed 


in relief but reminded himself stopping wasn't 
the same thing as being allowed to live. 


TROKIK 


Matthew Hart was beyond stressed, but he was 
keeping it together as best he could. Though 
he had some shakes, they were mild and 
mostly stemming from his building anxiety. 
The problem was he didn't know the area. He 
wondered if he could possibly use that to his 
advantage; maybe get lost purposefully in the 
woods. The cops probably wouldn't find him, 
especially with the numerous mountain ranges 
at his disposal. 

No, that's stupid, he told himself. Then 
what would he do? Likely starve to death. 
That was no sort of plan. 

Going into the woods could just be 
temporary, he thought. And once he felt he was 
in the clear, he could wander back out, steal a 
new ride, and leave the state. Once out of 
Tennessee, he'd have to figure out a new plan, 
but he could consider that all later. One step 
at a time. Any more than that and Hart was 
liable to fumble and get caught. He could only 
plan so much without confusing himself and 


forgetting parts. 

Helvetica, huh? He didn't know the town, 
though he may have heard of it. He wondered 
where in Tennessee they were; his geography 
was shit, and he knew they hadn't been 
driving long. He couldn't have been more than 
two or three hours from Tommyknockers. He 
wondered if Tyler Parks’ corpse had been 
discovered or not. 

Well, I have a phone now, he reminded 
himself, looking down at the driver's cell. I can 
actually look shit up. 

So, he opened the web browser and 
searched for his landlord's name. When 
nothing showed of interest, he decided to 
check his own name. That brought up a slew 
of links, including one from the Vanna 
Support website. He read their posted report 
and felt a cold shock rush through his veins. 

They had begun a manhunt for him. The 
police were working with something called the 
TBI. He didn't even know what that was, had 
never heard of it. But the final line stated Hart 
was believed to be on foot, which was 
inaccurate. He thanked his luck for that; he 
was probably far from their current search 
area then. Or so he hoped. 


“How's that exit coming along?” he 
asked. 

“Less than a minute, I would guess,” the 
driver said. 

“Good.” 

He still hadn't decided on what to do 
with the kid. 


CHAPTER 9 : THE TRUCK, THE 
TRAILER, AND THE TRASH 


Sheriff James Connell stepped out first, though 
he was just one of many arriving outside 
Matthew Hart's trailer. He saw the Ford pickup 
and crossed to it before doing anything else. 
He looked into its cargo bed, saw it was 
empty, and moved forward to the cab. He 
looked through the window—careful not to 
touch anything—and spotted the usual; trash, 
some folders, a can of Skoal. 

He was about to step away and continue 
toward the trailer (several officers had already 
approached it and were walking the 
perimeter) when something caught his eye on 
the lower side of the door. He crouched in the 
gravel and put on a pair of disposable gloves 


as he leaned forward for a closer look. 

“Hey, Gibson, is it? Come over here a 
minute.” 

U.S. Marshal Woody Gibson was a tall, 
lanky man with a bushy mustache. He made 
his way over to Connell and took a knee 
beside him. “What have you found, Sheriff?” 
he asked. 

Connell pointed. There was a_ small 
spatter of blood going from the side of the 
door and onto the main frame of the cab. 

“Uh-huh,” Gibson said. “Let's open her 


up.” 

Connell used his gloved hand to unlatch 
the door and pull it forward several inches. 
There was more blood on the inside of the 
frame, as well as the driver's seat where the 
pump handle was located. “A truck wasn't 
listed for Matthew Hart,” Connell said with a 
sigh. “So, who does this belong to?” 

“Run that plate and get back to me,” 
Gibson said, standing. “For now, we may have 
a body nearby. Let's get to lookin'.” 

Connell wasn't sure what to think of the 
Marshal, but went along with him, 
nevertheless. He called one of his officers over, 
filled them in, told them to identify the truck 


owner, and then began walking for the trailer. 
“We don't have a warrant yet,” he said, seeing 
the way Gibson was eyeing the front door. 

“Don't need one,” the Marshal said. 
“We've got at least one person dead, and a 
deputy at that. Fuck a warrant. Knock the door 
in, will you?” 

Knowing Gibson was probably right in 
the sense that the DA would probably care 
little about jumping ahead a bit, all things 
considered, Connell approached the door and 
gave it a hard kick. There wasn't much to it; 
the door busted open with ease. 

“Let's take a look now,” Gibson said, 
stepping behind Connell. 

The sheriff entered first and shouted, 
“Winslow PD! Is there anyone here?” 

When no response came, he entered the 
trailer fully with the Marshal close behind. It 
didn't take long to give the place a look; there 
wasn't much to it. But neither man liked the 
trailer’s cleanliness. 

“Does this look like the home of a 
criminal with a record?” Gibson asked. 

The sheriff shook his head. “Not 
particularly.” 

“We must be dealing with a mentally 


disturbed man,” Gibson said, shaking his head 
sadly and eyeing a small shelf near the 
television. “Even his fuckin’ pornography is 
alphabetized.” 

“What are you getting at?” 

“An anal suspect is generally not right in 
the head,” Gibson continued, sighing. “At 
least, in my experience. And I would 
constitute this cleanliness as a bit anal...well, 
shit.” He walked back outside, leaving Connell 
behind. 

The sheriff wasn't quite done so quickly. 
With his gloves worn, he snooped around a 
little, finding nothing worse than a bit of 
marijuana. A commotion began outside 
minutes later, and so he headed outside 
quickly to see what had been found. 

A crowd had gathered at the bottom of 
the driveway, Gibson among them. As Connell 
got closer, he heard someone pass along the 
message to another officer: 

“We've got a body.” 


TRO 
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Car Thief Kills Two; Manhunt Continues 


Jeannie Green, The Vanna Support 
Published 12:42 p.m. ET June 14, 2018 


WINSLOW—Earlier this morning, a Vanna 
County deputy, now known to be Sergeant Kelly 
Fogel, died in the line of duty during an 
altercation with Tommyknockers _ resident, 
Matthew Hart. The incident took place on Old 
Garamond Road in Winslow sometime before ten 
this morning and ended with Hart on the run 
and Set. Fogel deceased. 


Shortly after identification was made of the 
suspect, the TBI (Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation) issued a Blue Alert statewide. 


Tommyknockers PD then aided Winslow PD and 
the TBI in the search of Hart's home, where a 
truck belonging to Tyler Parks was discovered. It 
was then reported that the body belonging to Mr. 
Parks was also discovered on scene, stowed away 
in a trash receptacle parked at the end of the 
suspect's driveway. 


The U.S. Marshal Service has since joined the 
manhunt for Matthew Hart. 


TBI acting Director, Sully Furgeson, had this to 
say during a press conference at 12:30: 


[video upload inserted on screen] 


“Matthew Hart needs to realize the weight of 
what he has done and turn himself in before this 
gets any worse. Our best men and women are 
now on the lookout for him, and we have joined 
forces with local PD and the U.S. Marshals. It's 
only a matter of time now before Hart is 
captured. We will find him.” 


Matthew Hart is described as being 6'1”, large, 
and muscular. He is considered armed and 
dangerous. 


Law enforcement is asking residents to call 911 if 
they see Hart, but not to approach him 
themselves. He is currently believed to be on foot 
and armed. 


This is an ongoing story. Check back later for 
updates. 


CHAPTER 10 : JOE’S SUBS 


From Old Garamond Road, law enforcement 
had spread out through the surrounding 
properties and woods. Officers Leeland and 
Hannity had been a pair combing the trees 
opposite the crime scene. They'd come out 


behind a series of buildings, including Joe's 
Subs, a Roadrunner gas station, and a Little 
Caesar's. They'd already checked with 
employees and their surveillance cameras at 
the Roadrunner and Little Caesar’s and were 
now headed to the little sandwich shop. 

Behind the counter was an_ athletic 
looking man in his mid-thirties, slicing meat 
for his containers. As soon as he spotted the 
officers, he said, “Is this about that guy they're 
looking for?” 

Officer Leeland took the lead. “Matthew 
Hart, yes. He killed one of our deputies about 
a half mile or so through the trees behind your 
building.” 

“Well, I'm Joe. Obviously. What can I do 
for you two?” 

Hannity left to explore the shop, deciding 
to check the chip and drink selections first. He 
needed something. Lunch had been skipped. 

Leeland said, “I'm assuming he never 
came inside here?” 

“No. I would have called you guys, no 
doubt.” 

“You have cameras up outside. Are they 
functional?” 

Joe nodded. “They are. I haven't thought 


to check them. I usually don't go through the 
recordings unless I have a reason.” He came 
around from behind the counter and directed 
Leeland to a locked door in the corner. “My 
office is through here. I'll show you how you 
can check through the system, and I'll leave 
you to it.” 
“Thank you.” 


TROKIK 


Agatha Richardson was back home, frequently 
checking online for updates on the Hart 
manhunt. She couldn't believe Matthew had 
been so stupid, and yet...it didn't sound all that 
far-fetched the more she considered it. He'd 
always had a bad habit of getting too 
emotional, too angry too easily. His brain 
would shut down in those moments, and it's 
not like he had that much to shut down to 
begin with. She didn't generally think her on- 
again-off-again boyfriend was an_ idiot, 
but...yeah, maybe he was a little. He had to be 
to kill a cop. The state was coming down on 
him for it now. 

The landlord, she understood that kill. 
But for Matthew to have turned on a uniform, 


he must have felt cornered. Surely, he had 
been on the run for killing Parks at the time, 
so maybe he'd been completely on edge. Over 
it, even. That seemed reasonable. But still, 
how could he have justified killing a cop? 
Wouldn't he have realized the consequences? 
You kill anyone in law enforcement, you 
become wanted number one in the area. How 
long could someone really hide from that? 

He's as good as dead, she told herself. 
There goes that forty bucks. 

And although she had told the detective 
she wouldn't bother calling Matthew, she had 
gone ahead and done that following her 
interview. But, as she'd expected, he didn't 
answer. She'd called several more times since 
then, and each time produced the same result. 
Maybe he doesn't even have his phone, she 
thought. Would he have been smart enough to 
ditch it? Because if he had it, wouldn't the cops 
trace his location? 

They were still thinking he was on foot. 
Agatha doubted that. Either the media didn't 
know the latest as they thought, or the cops 
just didn't know he'd gotten a different vehicle 
along the way. Matthew liked the woods, sure, 
but nothing around here would have sufficed. 


Not considering how many people were after 
him. She was sure he'd gotten another car at 
some point and gone driving. The only way 
he'd stop now is if he decided to disappear 
into the mountains. And he could, reasonably 
enough, but how long could he last out there? 
She doubted Hart possessed the _ true 
wilderness skills to hunt and provide himself 
with shelter using nothing but what the forest 
provided. He’d eventually run out of food and 
water and come sheepishly out of hiding. 
Wouldn't he? 


TRIKE 


Hannity poked his head into the shop office to 
check on Leeland's progress, and said, “What 
have you got? Anything?” 

“You're just in time, actually,” Leeland 
told him. “I've just about gotten to the time 
frame I would expect to see him if he came 
out behind here.” 

Hannity leaned over the back of the chair 
to watch the footage as Leeland played it in 
real-time instead of fast-forward. There were 
three screens from three outdoor cameras. 
They were ignoring the other monitor, which 


was used for the two indoors. 

In the corner of one of the screens, they 
could see a parked truck. A man in khakis and 
a polo shirt had just exited from the front of 
the shop and was on his way toward the truck 
with a bag slung over his shoulder and a 
device in his hands. 

“A vendor,” Leeland said. 

“What company is that?” Hannity asked. 
“I can barely read the side of the truck. The 
lettering is cut off at this angle.” 

“There are chips in the image. Maybe 
Frito-Lay?” 

They watched for several minutes as 
nothing happened. They could somewhat see 
the driver sitting behind the wheel, working 
his device still, but there was nothing else. Not 
from any of the cameras. 

“Maybe fast-forward some _ more,” 
Hannity suggested. 

Leeland pointed at the time stamp on 
screen. “Nah. We could miss something. I bet 
we've got no more than a ten-minute block 
here to really watch. If we get through that, 
then I'll fast-forward.” 

Another minute passed, and_ then 
Matthew Hart appeared from the corner of the 


screen showing the side of the truck. 

“Bingo!” Leeland said. “That's him, isn't 
it?” 

They watched as Hart went straight to 
the back of the truck, popped open its doors, 
and jumped inside. From the front, they could 
then see the driver turning around in his seat, 
an exchange of words likely taking place. 
Within seconds, he was facing forward again, 
this time starting the engine. From the back, 
the doors were then shut by Hart, though they 
could only see a glimpse of his arm for a split 
second as he reached out to grab the furthest 
door. 

The truck moved forward five or ten feet 
—turning the wheels just enough that the 
officers were given full view of the lettering: 
Pappy Horn's Chips—and then stopped again, 
not far from the roadside. Very faintly through 
the side window, a hand appeared holding a 
gun, which was tapped against the driver's 
shoulder. Then it vanished. The truck drove 
off a moment later and left the screen entirely. 

“We've got a goddamn hijacking,” 
Leeland said, shaking his head. “Definitively.” 

“And Hart is armed, as suspected.” 

“Get Joe, will you? I need a copy of this.” 


He turned to smile at Hannity. “We now know 
he's driving, and what.” 


TRIKE 


As they headed back outside (their cruiser 
parked a good half mile away), Leeland got 
Sheriff Connell on the phone with a DVD-R in 
hand. “Boss, we've got good news.” 

“We could use it.” 

“Hart came out behind Joe's Subs,” 
Leeland told him, turning toward the back lot 
with Hannity. “We've got security footage of 
him taking a vendor truck at gunpoint. One of 
those Pappy Horn's vendors.” 

“What time was this?” 

“A little after ten-thirty.” 

“Could you see which way they went?” 

“They turned left. Ramps to twenty-six 
are that way.” 

“And he has the vendor with him?” 

“He did at the time of leaving. And we 
saw Fogel's gun in hand, so he's definitely 
armed.” 

“How about the truck number?” 

“T couldn't read it in the footage. Not the 
greatest quality. But I'm sure you can call the 


district supervisor and find out who delivers to 
Joe's Subs. Then we'd have the truck number.” 
“Great job, boys. Head on back. We need 
all the hands we can get.” 
“Yes, sir.” 


TRIE 


Sheriff Connell—now separated from Marshal 
Gibson—phoned TBI Acting Director, Sully 
Furgeson, to pass on the news. 

“T'll call back as soon as I have that truck 
number.” 

“In the meantime, I'll have twenty-six, 
and eighty-one for that matter, under strict 
surveillance by highway patrol,” Furgeson told 
him. “If we have to, I'll block off travel lanes 
to do checks of any of those trucks passing 
through.” 

“Tt may be best to keep a distance until 
he exits off the highway,” Connell thought 
aloud. “That way, less collateral if he comes 
out shootin'.” 

“Tl take that into consideration. But 
James, what if he plans on riding the 
interstate until he runs out of gas? This could 
easily become a chase. I'd rather avoid that.” 


Before Connell could speak again, 
Furgeson ended the call, saying, “I've got to go 
and get the ball rolling. Keep me updated.” 

The sheriff sighed and eyed his office, 
having just returned to Winslow PD. “Jesus, 
what a mess,” he mumbled, thinking it was 
about time he had his morning coffee he never 
got the chance to pour. 


TRIKE 


Source: www.thevannasupport.com 


Manhunt for Hart Continues; Two Slain, Grand 
Theft Auto 


Jeannie Green, The Vanna Support 
Published 1:13 p.m. ET June 14, 2018 


WINSLOW—Earlier this morning, starting in 
Tommyknockers, murder suspect Matthew Hart 
began his slew of crimes by killing his landlord, 
Tyler Parks, and stealing a car from the local 
King Karl's Grocery Mart. He was then 
approached by Sergeant Kelly Fogel on Old 
Garamond Road in Winslow, where he managed 
to kill the deputy in an altercation. 


We have just received word that new footage has 


been found, showing Hart stealing a Pappy 
Horn's delivery truck from behind Joe's Subs in 
Winslow. 


The TBI, U.S. Marshal Services, and Tennessee 
Highway Patrol have all joined the manhunt for 
Matthew Hart. The THP has provided a 
helicopter, which is currently being prepared for 
flight. 


Matthew Hart was last seen in the back of a 
Pappy Horn's delivery truck, number and license 
plate currently unknown. We will update this 
information as soon as we have it. 


Matthew Hart is described as being 6'1”, large, 
muscular, and hairy. He is considered armed and 
dangerous. 


Law enforcement is asking residents to call 911 if 
they see Hart, but not to approach him 
themselves. 


This is an ongoing story. Check back later for 
updates. 


CHAPTER 11 : SIXTEEN (PART 
THREE) 


The lists were sometimes strange. On his first 
job, Hart was tasked with collecting a manila 
folder labeled SZALAJKO, as well as a laptop 
and desktop from a well-kept property in a 
ritzy neighborhood off the highway. He had 
expected money and jewelry, not this. But 
when his second job came around, he wasn’t 
given a list at all; instead, he was told to trash 
the place and spray paint a message on the 
wall: LEAVE IT BE. 

Both jobs were done with Ricky waiting 
nearby in his car. Both lists were provided to 
him by Robin. When he tried asking questions, 
Ricky threatened to dock his pay. Hart learned 
to keep his mouth shut, though he couldn’t 
help but wonder. 

At school, he visited the library during 
his lunch period and used the computer to 
search for the word SZALAJKO. He learned it 
was a surname, perhaps Polish. He didn’t find 
much else of worth. He wondered about the 
computers he’d taken, but Robin had them in 
her procession now. What was on them she 
found so important? 

The lists eventually changed. On the cusp 
of his seventeenth birthday, he was told to 
trash the properties more often than actually 


taking anything specific. Once, he was told to 
cover his skin, wear a mask, and scare the 
living shit out of a couple in their bed late at 
night. At first, he didn’t want to do it. But 
when that job came and went, he looked back 
on it with excitement. 

“How are you doing, Hart?” 

He sat on Robin’s couch with a beer and 
a bowl of chips on the coffee table before him. 
Ricky was not there, for once. “I’m fine,” he 
said with a shrug. 

Robin was standing in the entryway, 
watching him. Her eyes twinkled the way they 
did when she wanted to fuck him. They did 
that from time to time. She’d been right all 
those months before; she owned him because 
she’d taken his fear. Maybe not all of it, but 
enough to make him the reckless soldier she 
needed. 

“The other night. With the Jensen 
assholes.” 

Hart took a sip of his beer and turned 
away from the TV to look at her. “What about 
them?” 

“T don’t usually ask you to confront 
people. How did you feel doing it?” 

Hart shrugged again. “I guess it was a 


little fun.” 

“You weren’t scared?” 

“Of what?” 

“Being caught?” 

“Not really. I had a gun. They were old. 
What did I have to worry about?” 

Robin smiled and crossed the room to the 
couch. She sat down beside him, nice and 
close. “Your birthday is coming up.” 

“T guess.” 

“Another step closer to eighteen.” 

“Yeah.” 

“What do you want to do after high 
school, Matthew?” 

Sometimes she called him that. She was 
one of the few he allowed to use the name. 
Others weren’t so lucky. Others would get hit. 

“T don’t really know,” he told her. “I’m 
not very smart.” 

“You’ve become pretty  street-smart, 
though. You’ve done well for me. A lot better 
than most, and at a much faster pace.” 

“Really?” 

She placed a hand on his inner thigh. 
“You’ve been very good. Stick around and 
maybe you can take Ricky’s place.” 

“Is he going anywhere?” 


“Back to California, maybe. Or an early 
grave.” She laughed lightly but watched him 
closely for his reaction. 

“California?” 

She nodded. 

“So, the rumors are true?” 

“Which rumors would that be?” 

“Before I met Ricky, I heard he was sent 
here from California to distribute a blue drug.” 

Robin smiled. “Yes.” 

Hart wondered if the other rumors were 
true then. He’d heard some terrible things in 
the past year. Finally, he said, “I don’t really 
like Ricky.” 

“That’s good. You shouldn’t like him.” 

“No?” 

“No. He’s trash. Disposable. You, on the 
other hand, might just be what I’ve needed for 
a long time.” 

“What’s that?” 

“A warrior.” 

This time it was Hart who laughed. “Me? 
A warrior?” 

“Ricky has told me about your rage. He 
told me he’s seen it in action. Is that true?” 

Hart licked his lips. When he befriended 
Ricky, it was following a street fight with 


some bullies from school. Ricky had swooped 
in after Hart had nearly killed one of the 
classmates with a fencepost. That’s how they’d 
officially met. 

“Yeah, once.” 

“You just shut off and explode, don’t 
you?” 

He nodded. 

“That can be very useful. We just need to 
teach you how to control it.” 

He looked at her. “How?” 

She smiled and moved her hand up his 
inseam. “You’re not going to like it, but Ill 
reward you along the way.” 


TRIE 


Two weeks later, she accompanied him on a 
job for the first time. Ricky was left out of it. 
Perhaps he was never even told; Hart wasn’t 
sure. All he knew for sure was Robin wanted 
to see him hurt someone with her own eyes. 
She surprised Hart by driving them to a 
trailer park where the homes were rundown 
and dirty, not at all like the normal residences 
he visited. More often than not, it seemed 
Hart’s victims were at least comfortable 


financially, but this was very different. 

“Why are we here?” he asked as she 
pulled off the dirt road and into the grass. 

“Remember when we talked about your 
condition?” 

“My condition?” 

“Your blind rage.” 

He nodded. Though uneasy with the 
direction of the conversation, he also tensed 
with excitement—would he be threatening 
someone again? That night with the older 
couple had made him feel powerful, like he 
was someone with actual worth. 

“There’s someone up the road I need you 
to break,” Robin told him. “He tried to steal 
from me. He was one of my men but not 
anymore. The thing is, he doesn’t yet know 
that I know what he’s done.” 

“Okay.” 

“We’re going to change that.” 

“Okay.” Hart grinned. 

“Just don’t kill him,” she said, pulling the 
car back onto the dirt road. “We don’t need 
the cops breathing down our necks over a 
worthless shit like Kenton.” 

Hart nodded and clenched his fists 
against his knees. He was already breathing 


heavier, ready to fight. They stopped outside a 
trailer a minute later, one with a makeshift 
deck dipping sideways from the front door. It 
looked as if Hart could make it collapse simply 
by climbing it. 

“Don’t worry,” Robin said, as if reading 
his mind. “There’s a shit ton of concrete blocks 
underneath, towered all the way up. As long 
as you don’t tackle the porch, it’ll hold.” 

“What about the neighbors?” Hart asked, 
eying the surrounding trailers. “Won’t they 
hear?” 

“Don’t worry about them,” Robin said, 
leaning close to him. “I own their asses just as 
much as Kenton’s.” 

Hart swallowed and stepped out of the 
car. He turned to see if Robin was coming and 
found that she was already on her way to the 
deck. He hurried after her and realized he 
wasn’t armed with anything but his fists. Soon, 
they’d be bloodstained. 

Robin knocked on the door to Hart’s 
surprise. 

“What is it?” came an aggravated voice 
from inside. 

“It’s Robin, you piece of shit. Open the 
door.” 


“Ah, hell.” 

There was movement from inside, 
followed by the sound of locks and chains. 
When the door opened, Robin stepped aside 
for Hart. He understood the gesture and 
charged forward, slamming into the man 
called Kenton and tossing him over the 
backside of a couch. Kenton flipped over the 
cushions and hit the coffee table on the other 
side with a grunt. When he stood unsteadily to 
his feet, Hart saw that Kenton was a short man 
with sculpted biceps. 

“Jesus, Robin. What’s’ with the 
unnecessary force?” 

Robin stepped inside, behind Hart, and 
shut the door behind her. “I think you know 
why.” 

Kenton rubbed his bruised side and 
cursed. “That fucking hurt. Who the fuck is 
this giant asshole, anyway?” he said, shoving a 
finger in Hart’s direction. 

“He’s someone you won’t want to ever 
meet again,” Robin said, stepping forward, 
hands in her pockets. “I know you stole from 
me, Kenton. And you know that cannot stand 
unpunished.” 

Kenton suddenly looked nervous and 


somehow shorter. His eyes switched from 
Robin to Hart. He was clearly curious but 
concerned. “I don’t know what you're talking 
about,” he finally said, straightening. 

“Of course, you don’t,” Robin said with a 
shrug. She looked at Hart and nodded. 

As soon as Hart started to round the 
couch, the man put up his hands and said, 
“Woah, now hold on.” 

“Too late,” Robin said, blocking the door 
and leaning her backside against it. 

Kenton snatched an ashtray from the 
coffee table and immediately whipped it 
through the air at Hart. Hart protected his face 
with his arm and growled when the heavy 
glass tray struck him. It would bruise and ache 
in the days to follow. For now, the attack had 
proven useful—he felt the bees begin to 
swarm inside him. 

“Go ahead,” he told Kenton. “Try 
something else.” 

Kenton flipped the coffee table up on its 
side and kicked it forward with surprising 
strength. Hart braced himself by throwing his 
shoulder forward into the oncoming furniture. 
The impact pushed him back a step, but he 
shoved the table aside with ease a second 


later. As he barreled down on Kenton, the man 
jumped back and reached inside the end table 
by the armrest of the couch. 

“Hart!” Robin snapped in warning. 

Kenton produced a small pistol and 
quickly spun to take aim at Hart. Before his 
arm could make its full rotation, Hart was 
upon him. Kenton’s wrist was grabbed with 
one hand while the other fisted Kenton in the 
elbow, bending it upward with an audible 
snap. Kenton screamed shrilly and released the 
pistol. It clattered to the floor, immediately 
forgotten. 

“Break something else,” Robin said from 
the door. 

Hart grabbed the man by his broken arm 
and the side of his pants and tossed him 
through the air and into the television. The 
screen crumpled and fell atop Kenton as he 
smashed to the floor. 

Hart wouldn’t remember much of this in 
the morning. He was seeing everything 
through a filter of red now, his adrenaline 
running wild in his veins. 

“Please,” Kenton begged from the floor. 
“Stop.” 

Hart brought his fist down on the man’s 


head, silencing him. He raised his arm to 
strike again but felt gentle hands anchor his 
bicep. He spun in place, ready to attack, but 
stopped when the hands quickly moved to his 
face to calm him. He knew those hands, their 
touch and warmth. He loved those hands. 

The bees began to dissipate. 

“Good job,” Robin told him soothingly. 
“Let’s go home.” 


CHAPTER 12 : INTO THE TREES 


Now that they were off the interstate, Hart 
directed his driver through Helvetica to the 
address of a bar he'd found using Google Maps 
on the kid's phone. With it being early in the 
day still, he was assuming the lot to be empty 
and closed from business hours. It was also 
located at the foot of the mountains. The main 
road there went up and up, eventually leading 
to a couple of small towns, like Crownbrook 
and Lydia's Shadow. But on foot, they would 
be far from his reach. Which was just fine; he 
wanted to keep a distance between him and 
the nearest living person once he began his 
hike. 

Before today, Hart had only killed one 


other person. That had been years ago. He'd 
hoped such an act would never come again, 
but it had, and now he would have to live 
with the consequences. This boy, however, did 
not need to be another victim in his slew of 
mistakes. He had finally come to that 
conclusion. He’d decided to leave the driver 
relatively unharmed, while still giving himself 
the chance to escape unseen. 

They had yet to run into any issues. No 
cops had tried pulling them over, nor had any 
law enforcement vehicles been seen in the 
area. The boy was doing good, keeping them 
inconspicuous and following directions. Hart 
thanked God for that, because he really didn't 
want to hurt anyone else if he could avoid it. 

The bar's lot was empty as expected when 
they arrived. It wasn’t necessarily large but 
there was nothing else directly beside it. The 
property was set at the bottom of the road 
leading up the mountain; it was at this point 
businesses appeared less consistently for 
several miles. There was little else but trees to 
be seen along the roadside. 

Upon their arrival, Hart directed the kid 
to pull around the backside of the lot and park 
the truck. Once he'd done that, Hart walked 


into the front cab and stood beside the boy 
(Ray, was his name; Hart had asked while on 
the interstate, looking to drum _ up 
conversation to pass the time). 

“This is where we stop seeing each 
other,” Hart told him with the deputy's Glock 
in hand as a warning. “But I ain't gonna kill 
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ya. 

Ray visibly exhaled in relief. “Are you 
leaving me here or...?” 

“Yeah. I'm thinking I'll knock you out, 
that way I can go off without you seein’ which 
way. When you talk to the cops, you won’t be 
able to give them any more info than this 
bar.” 

“How are you going to knock me out?” 

“Look, I'd rather just tie you up, but I 
don't have any damn rope,” Hart explained. 
“So, I'm going to put you into a choke hold, 
long enough for you to just...fall asleep. Nice 
and easy.” 

“Okay...” 

“Don't worry, kid. You'll be fine. And I'll 
be leaving your phone here in the truck. All 
you did was miss work for the day.” 

Ray nodded. 

Hart had cooled considerably since killing 


the deputy. He was almost normal now, 
despite his anxiety. The cops didn't appear to 
have his trail yet, but they'd find it soon 
enough. He doubted he had much time to 
work with and needed to make it count. 

“Get up then,” he said to the boy. “I've 
got to get going. Stand in the back.” 

Ray moved from the cab and down the 
path between the towers of cardboard boxes. 
Before he could turn, Hart grabbed him from 
behind and brought them both down to the 
cold, metal floor. Naturally, the kid thrashed 
as he gasped for air, but it was over soon 
enough. Once Ray had gone to sleep, Hart 
rested his head down carefully, tossed the cell 
phone into the printer bag, and grabbed his 
own pack of snacks. 

“Adios, Ray,” he said, opening the back 
doors and hopping down into the gravel of the 
lot. As he looked toward the surrounding 
trees, he realized the sky was starting to cloud 
over with the threat of a storm. 

“Ah, shit...” 


TRIKE 


U.S. Marshal Woody Gibson didn't need the 


THP copter to find out where Matthew Hart 
was headed. He'd simply called Avery Muntz 
and asked him the obvious question the Sheriff 
had neglected: “Is the truck on GPS tracking?” 

Once he had the address of a somewhat 
large bar set at the bottom of the mountain 
alongside Helvetica, he jumped into his car 
and sped out of the motel parking lot. 
Manhunts were his specialty. If any lawman 
was gonna get this boy, it would be him. 

Still, he alerted Furgeson—or left him a 
voice message, rather, as the Acting Director 
was currently in front of several cameras 
giving another conference, his third or fourth 
for the day—while on his way out of Winslow. 
Not having to talk to the director worked just 
fine for him; he didn't need anyone distracting 
him or slowing him down. 


TRIE 


Source: Facebook 
From the profile belonging to Jeremy Hart: 


“I'm sure many of you have heard about the 
manhunt taking place today in Tennessee for 
Matthew Hart, my brother. I just wanted to let 
everyone know that I don't condone his horrific 


actions, nor do I keep any contact with him. I 
have disowned him from what little remains of 
our family. Please respect my privacy and leave 
me out of this story. I want nothing to do with it 
or him.” 


TRIKE 


Hart wasted no time in beginning his climb. 
As soon as he was out of the truck, he began 
into the forest, the deputy’s Glock tucked into 
the back of his waistband. He found it terribly 
uncomfortable, and thought he'd have to move 
it before too long. Most likely it would end up 
in his pack, which would leave him 
defenseless if not for the knife (now 
bloodstained) still attached to his shin. So, 
there was that, at least. 

He'd never come as far as Helvetica 
before, despite having grown up on the east 
side of Tennessee. He didn't know the area at 
all, so there was admittedly some excitement 
building in his chest as he climbed through the 
forest. He loved every large, exposed boulder 
he stumbled upon, many of which were twice 
his size. Hart began to wonder if he’d have to 
scale a cliffside at any point—he’d never done 


that before. 
If not for the chase, Hart could have said 
he was having fun. 


TRIKE 


Ray Pitolli regained consciousness within 
seconds of Hart resting his head down on the 
floor of the truck. Though his hijacker had 
technically done the sleeper hold correctly, he 
had clearly not been aware that it was a 
momentary response. Ray, however, had 
known this but had naturally thrashed out of 
fear that Hart would do it wrong and kill him. 
Kids were known to tragically make this 
mistake with one another. 

As Ray began to come back around, he 
made sure to keep his eyes closed and _ his 
body still for several minutes, that way the 
armed man wouldn't realize he was awake. 
Once he felt safe to move again, he sat up and 
blinked several times. He had a gentle 
headache, but nothing overly concerning. 

When he stood and_ tested his 
equilibrium, Ray stuck his head outside and 
saw that the clouds were getting dark. Rain 
was moving into the area. 


Upon closing the back doors of the truck, 
he located his phone left in the printer bag 
and checked the web browser to see what sites 
had been viewed while he was driving. It was 
by doing this that he learned his hijacker had 
been Matthew Hart, killer of two. 

“Holy shit...” 

He closed the browser and called the 
police. 


CHAPTER 13 : OUT OF SIGHT 


Of course, Marshal Gibson had already known 
where to find the kid before he'd even dialed 
911 However, this meant he would no longer 
be first on scene; by the time he'd pulled into 
the bar's rear parking lot, several other local 
squad cars were already parked there 
alongside an ambulance, having come from 
less a distance. 

The medics checked Ray Pitolli for injury, 
despite him saying he was fine. They still tried 
to get him to the hospital for testing, but he 
declined. “Really, he didn't hurt me. Just put 
me to sleep for a few seconds. Nothing I didn't 
do with friends plenty as a kid.” 

Gibson watched this short interaction 


from off to the side beside several Helvetica 
deputies. When one tried to fill him in, he put 
up a hand and said, “I'm good. I'll talk to the 
kid myself.” 

As soon as the medics turned away from 
Ray—who was sitting on the back step of his 
truck—Gibson made his approach and 
introduced himself. 

“Why don't you give me a lowdown of 
what happened,” he said. 

Ray nodded. “Well, I had just finished my 
delivery to Joe's Subs...this was over in 
Winslow...when Hart appeared in the back of 
my truck. He had a gun on him and told me to 
get us onto twenty-six. I asked which way, and 
he said west. So, I took him, not wanting to 
get shot. He was mostly peaceful during the 
drive, occasionally asking me questions to pass 
the time, or getting a feel for where we were 
on the road. I had no idea who he was. The 
radio in this thing works like shit, and my 
phone had been in my printer bag. At first, at 
least. The guy took it out during the drive and 
used it to read the news and decide where we 
were going.” 

“Were you part of that discussion?” 
Gibson asked. 


“You mean where to go?” 

The Marshal nodded. 

“No. I mean, at one point, he asked what 
the next small town was coming up, and I said 
Helvetica probably. So, he told me to go there, 
and once we had taken the exit, he got onto 
the Maps app to choose a stopping point. I 
didn't have anything to do with his choice in 
this bar. He just gave me directions where to 
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gO. 

“At any point, all the way up to him 
leaving you behind, did Hart say where he 
would go next?” 

“No. He said he’d put me to sleep so that 
I couldn’t tell you. Which he did for a 
moment. But I'm assuming he went into the 
woods. He was gone when I gave a look.” 

“T heard you tell the medics you were 
unharmed.” 

“That's right. It was just a sleeper hold. 
He never hit me during the trip. When I woke 
up, I waited a few minutes before checking to 
make sure he was gone. Then I got my phone 
out of the printer bag and called you guys.” 

“Was he friendly to you?” 

“T wouldn't say friendly, but he wasn't 
violent either. In fact, he relaxed considerably 


over the course of our drive.” 

Gibson looked toward the trees and 
nodded. “So, he seemed good to you? Not 
anxious? Or angry? Or sad? Anything?” 

“T guess he was anxious for the first hour 
or so. He was trying to keep calm I think, but I 
could see his hands shaking a bit. And I could 
hear it whenever he spoke. But by the time we 
got here, he was calm. Or pretty close to it.” 

“When did you find out what he’d done? 
Who he was?” 

“Once he was gone and I had my phone 
again. I saw online that he’d killed two people. 
It made me wonder why he didn’t kill me, too. 
But at the same time, he seemed a bit torn 
with himself. I’m not sure he knew what he 
was doing. Running, I mean. I think he was 
new to it, maybe.” 

Gibson cycled through his' mental 
checklist before continuing. “He killed that 
deputy in Winslow, you know. No more than a 
mile from where you'd been at the time. Did 
you ever hear a gunshot while delivering at 
Joe's Subs?” 

Ray shook his head. “If I had, it didn't 
register with me. I was probably too busy with 
my things to notice. That and, well...people 


shoot their guns all the time around these 
parts, like for fun or whatever. You kind of 
tune it out.” 

Gibson patted the kid on the shoulder. 
“Well, I'll leave you to these guys. They'll take 
care of you. Thanks for your help.” 

“Of course.” 

Gibson stepped away from the kid and 
told one of the officers he was done. He then 
moved away from the growing crowd and 
unlocked his phone. Maybe he could get THP 
to send their copter this way and make a pass 
over the mountainside. 

Once he was finished making his request, 
he returned to his vehicle and the printouts 
he’d made while at the motel. They included 
pieces of Matthew Hart’s profile. His record 
with the police. The times he was in trouble in 
school. There were plenty of instances of 
assault over the years but nothing as far as 
murder. He wondered if Hart had just popped 
his cherry that morning or if he’d never been 
caught before. The viciousness behind his 
killings suggested he’d been there before, to 
that dark place where demons were released. 

Gibson held the files in his lap and 
thought about the kid in the back of the 


ambulance. He’d said Hart didn’t seem to 
know what he was doing or needed to do to 
hide from the police. Gibson flipped through 
his printouts and found the page he was 
looking for. It showed Hart’s recorded assaults. 
The last one was fourteen years ago. Since 
then, Hart had kept out of trouble. At least, 
out of the public’s eye. He'd gone to jail for six 
months around that point but for intoxication. 
For a while, Hart seemed to have learned his 
lesson. Maybe even gone to therapy. He had a 
history of it as a kid. 

So why break now? 

The sheriff had informed Gibson earlier 
of Hart’s recent job loss. The landlord, Tyler 
Parks, stopping by could have meant a 
collection was due. Perhaps Hart was being 
kicked out. Stacked one after the other, a 
straw could have broken the camel’s back. 
And if the camel had a violent past, well... 

Gibson exited his vehicle and returned to 
the ambulance. Ray saw him on approach and 
straightened. “Yes?” 

“Matthew Hart. You said he was anxious. 
You also said he would talk to you to pass the 
time. Did you learn anything about him during 
your conversations?” 


Ray shrugged. “No, not really. But I could 
tell he was thinking of killing me. The way he 
would watch me, you know? The things he 
asked. Like he was weighing his options. I 
mean...” 

“What?” 

“Tt was almost like he wanted to get to 
know me, that way he could convince himself 
I was an actual person.” 

“Meaning?” 

“Tt’s harder to bring harm upon someone 
you know, as opposed to a stranger. Don’t you 
think?” 

The kid’s smart, Gibson thought. “What 
kind of questions did he ask you?” 

“Tf I was married, had any kids. How old 
I was and what I liked to do in my free time.” 

Gibson was a little amused. “You’re 
kidding.” 

Ray shook his head. “Like I said, he 
wasn’t necessarily mean to me. He was on 
edge, sure, and he did threaten me a few 
times. But he wasn’t like...I don’t know.” 

“Let’s hear it,” Gibson prodded. 

“He didn’t strike me as a bad guy. Why 
else would he have struggled with killing me 
after killing two others? I feel like...” Ray 


paused as he searched for the words. “I feel 
like he was coming to his senses during the 
drive. Like, he was doing his best to convince 
himself he wasn’t a bad guy and that he could 
be better. At times, he was trying to show me 
that, I think.” 

Gibson smirked. Nobody likes to think of 
themselves as the bad guy, he thought. But that 
doesn’t make you good. 

“Look, Ray—that’s your name, right? 
Matthew Hart killed an officer of the law and 
a civilian. Then he kidnapped you and had 
you drive him to the woods. He has a history 
of violence. Don’t tell me this guy is just 
misunderstood. Make no mistake—with his 
back against the wall, he’d kill again. You just 
got lucky.” With that, he turned away from 
the truck and returned to his car without 
another word, all the while wondering what 
piece of Hart’s history was creeping in the 
shadows, just out of reach. 


aR 
Aside from stumbling across the back end of a 


residential property, Hart had _ been 
surrounded only by nature. The rain had yet 


to come, but it was clearly due anytime in the 
next hour or so. If it passed him by, Hart 
would be surprised. 

For the time being, he pushed onward, 
deeper into the woods, hoping to find a nice, 
clear space to take as cover. Maybe a cropping 
of rock or a cave. Even a tight cluster of trees 
would be better than just a random spot in the 
leaves. 

Eventually, he got too hungry, and 
stopped for a snack. As he ate, he took 
inventory of what he was carrying. There was 
only enough food for a day of small bites, 
nothing substantial. And the clothes didn't 
really matter to him; to change or not, did it 
really make any difference? He supposed he 
could use some of the clothing for extra 
bedding if it got cold at night. Otherwise, they 
seemed worthless. 

Which left him with what? Less than 
twenty-four hours before he'd be out of food 
and needing to get out of the woods? That 
wasn't enough, was it? At some point soon, the 
cops would know to scour Helvetica and its 
neighboring mountain. So where did that 
leave him? What was he to do? 

“Think, think, think,” he told himself, 


growing angry. 

Why did he have to be so stupid? Why 
couldn't he have just allowed that deputy to 
arrest him for a simple car theft? It could have 
been written off as joy riding. He imagined 
that came without jail time, or at least little of 
it. This way, he could possibly have gotten 
away with Parks’ murder. Without the extra 
attention of having killed a cop, Parks’ body 
might have gone to the dump unnoticed. Hart 
could have gone home after his brief arrest, 
ditched Parks’ truck someplace, and been clear 
to continue his life. After all, Parks was old 
and alone. It could have taken some time 
before anyone reported him missing. 

Hart angrily tossed his pack aside and 
turned on a tree, his fists balled. In his 
frustration, he began wailing on it until his 
skin shredded and began to bleed. The pain 
surfaced a minute later and stung like hell. He 
cursed that too and picked up his pack with a 
huff. 

As he continued his blind climb of the 
mountainside, Hart thought back on his final 
night with Robin and Ricky. The night he’d 
done well to forget until now. 


CHAPTER 14 : EIGHTEEN (PART 
ONE) 


Robin had always been secretive with Hart, 
despite their close working relationship. For 
years, he spent time with her and Ricky, 
occasionally pulling jobs and making money. 
But there was little he really knew about 
Robin. Sometimes, he would think about that 
manilla folder from the beginning, and wish 
he’d read the papers inside. He eventually 
learned what SZALAJKO meant. But that 
wasn’t until the night of Ricky’s murder. 

Robin used Hart less and less for jobs 
after he turned seventeen. He became more of 
a friend and bodyguard to Robin instead. 
Ricky continued to recruit and train, while 
new young thugs took Hart’s place breaking 
into homes and scaring people. Robin taught 
Hart how to better control his anger and 
channel it as needed. She did this by bullying 
him in “controlled environments,” as she put 
it. Ricky was sometimes involved. Most of the 
time, he wasn’t. Most of the time, it was just 
him and Robin. And when they were through, 
she’d take him to her bedroom. 

After six months or so, Hart realized 


Robin had been successful in controlling him. 
The night they visited Kenton had started his 
training. With time and practice, Hart learned 
to wield his anger like a sword. Robin liked 
keeping him close after that, just in case. 

Hart began to wonder, though. What was 
his new purpose? With new recruits doing the 
house jobs, Hart was left to hang around the 
house, doing very little. Sometimes, Robin 
asked him to clean or tend to the lawn. Maybe 
pick up some groceries. But nothing serious. 
Nothing violent. So why had she taught him to 
control his anger in the first place? 

Shortly after his high school graduation, 
he found out the hard way. His father was 
dead at this point. His mother was working 
nonstop and never around. His _ brother, 
Jeremy, was doing well in school and keeping 
busy with a part-time job at Arby’s. Hart was 
rarely home anymore, though he still had a 
room there. He didn’t talk to his brother, not 
ever. And his mother—well, she didn’t have 
time for him. As long as the cops didn’t come 
knocking, they were on good terms. 

So, at eighteen, Hart began to feel a little 
restless just hanging around Robin’s place. She 
was beautiful and fierce and fucked him 


enough, but he was bored. He wanted to get 
back in the field or do something else. Really, 
anything that didn’t involve him following 
Robin around like her lap dog. He didn’t 
understand why she had him do it. Not then, 
at least. He learned that summer, though. 

But before any of that went down, he 
asked Robin to talk to him in private, away 
from Ricky and their latest recruit. 


TRIE 


“What is it, Matthew?” she asked him as he 
closed the bedroom door behind them. 

“[ve been thinking,” he said, taking a 
seat on the bedside. 

“Good for you. What about?” 

“T need something to do.” 

Robin grinned. “Not right now. Later, 
though.” 

“Not that.” 

“Then what?” 

“You used to have me do stuff. But 
months have gone by without anything.” 

“Ah, I see. You’re bored?” 

He nodded. 

“Are you feeling angry?” 


“Not red.” 

“Just checking.” 

“T just...don’t understand why you 
bothered training me when all I do is sit 
around now.” 

Robin decided to take a seat beside him. 
“You have good timing, Matthew, Ill give you 
that.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Things are about to change.” 

“They are?” 

She placed her head against his shoulder 
and said, “You’re a bit slow, but I love you.” 

“You don’t mean that.” 

“No, I suppose I don’t.” She straightened 
and took a deep breath. “Nevertheless, a 
change-up is on the horizon.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“It means Ricky is going away. I’ll need 
you to fill his shoes soon.” 

“Is he returning to California then?” 

“If he survives the meet next week.” 

“What meet?” 

Robin licked her lips and looked away 
from him. It wasn’t often he saw her so 
vulnerable. 

“The big boss is coming this way. To see 


the area and expand his operations. More than 
what we already have here. He wants to bring 
the Blue.” 

Matthew hadn’t heard of the Blue drug in 
some time. It was produced somewhere in the 
hills of California. A kind of meth, by his 
understanding. Hart didn’t know how or why 
that mattered, but it did. People were serious 
about Blue, either in having it or keeping it 
out of the state. 

Hart shrugged, mostly to himself. “I 
thought Ricky brought Blue here before we 
ever met.” 

Robin smiled slyly and said, “You don’t 
forget much, do you?” 

“Not really.” 

“Let me ask you something.” 

“Of course.” 

“Did you ever read that file on me?” 

Hart raised an eyebrow and thought 
back. Did she mean the manilla folder? What 
else could she be referring to? 

“Tm not sure about a file...” 

Robin patted him on the knee. “Then 
forget if you can, Matthew. I’ve taken us off 
topic. The point is you won’t be bored here for 
much longer.” 


“And the meet?” 

“What about it?” 

“What do I have to do for it?” 

“Just follow me. Like you’ve been doing. 
But from afar.” 

“Afar? Why?” 

She winked. “I don’t want the big boss 
knowing about you.” 

“Tm...a secret?” 

“You always have been.” 

Hart thought of Ricky, whose mouth was 
loud. “Are you sure about that?” 

“T can’t speak for others. But I’ve kept 
you a secret. To my knowledge, the big boss 
has no clue of your existence.” 

“But we’ve been together for two years.” 

“I keep my cards close to the chest, 
Matthew.” 

“Am I...supposed to take Ricky’s place?” 
he asked carefully. 

Robin smiled without meeting his gaze. 


CHAPTER 15 : CLOSING IN 


Helvetica PD received a call from a Marcy 
Flannigan around two in the afternoon, saying 
she'd spotted a large man in the woods at the 


back of her property. It was about this time 
that Gibson and Furgeson had assembled a 
search crew of law enforcement at the bar to 
begin combing the mountainside. 

When Gibson heard about Marcy's call, 
he got the address, let Furgeson know where 
he was headed, and left. The house was 
roughly a ten-minute drive from the bar, 
which was impressive; Hart had covered some 
distance on foot already, if it was indeed him 
Marcy had seen. Though two squad cars 
remained in the general area of the bar, the 
others assumed Hart’s trajectory and got onto 
the road. It seemed as if Hart was keeping 
close to the roadside, which would make him 
easier to locate. 

The house Marcy owned was a small 
thing, but with a big yard. There were various 
gardens about, and the grass was neatly cut. 
Marcy, herself, was a tall and sickeningly thin 
woman, unmarried and with a bit of a stutter. 
They found her waiting outside on the front 
porch. 

After introductions were made, Gibson 
asked her what she had seen and where. 
Marcy directed him to the back yard and 
pointed to the tree line, a few hundred feet 


from where they were standing. “It's be-been 
at least a half hour now, or more. But, uh, tha- 
that's where I saw him cutting through. He 
came down from that hill and into s-sight. I 
don't think he'd meant it, though. He looked 
toward my house—I was inside at the time, 
cle-cleaning dishes in the kitchen sink when I 
saw him—and, uh, he looked toward the 
house and froze for a moment.” 

“Did he see you through the window?” 
Gibson asked. 

“He could have, but I ca-can't be sure.” 

“What happened after he froze?” 

“He began to-toward that incline on the 
opposite side, but it was more of a jog now. 
Not a wa-walk.” 

Gibson asked, “Is there another property 
he may come across going that way?” 

Marcy thought for a moment, looking 
toward the front of her property, and then 
back again. “If he re-remains straight...not for 
a while, I don't th-think. The road curves back 
the other way, and my closest ne-neighbor is 
probably a mile further. I don't think he'd find 
them, though.” 

“If he’s smart, he will try to stay out of 
sight,” Gibson said. “And out of mind.” 


Marcy nodded. 

“What did he look like?” Gibson asked. 

“Big. Tall. Ha-hairy. He was lumbering 
around li-like he was Big Foot,” she joked. “He 
was also ca-carrying a pa-pack.” 

Gibson nodded and pulled up an image of 
Matthew Hart on his phone. When he showed 
it to her, she nodded. 

“Yeah, that was him. A bit intimi- 
intimidating.” 

Gibson thanked her and turned back 
toward his car. He would call the THP and let 
them know of the sighting, if they hadn't 
already been informed. He wanted to make 
sure the copter was circling the right areas. 
What bothered him, though, was the weather 
forecast; a hard storm was rolling in, which 
could bring an end to his flight aid. And he 
sure as hell wasn't going to get himself lost in 
the woods. It was best to leave Hart to nature’s 
wrath. 

He decided to search Google for a nearby 
motel. The one he’d been staying at was too 
far from the mountain to be of future use. 
Gibson would be on call for Hart’s next 
sighting, though he expected the fool to hide 
out for at least a while; it seemed unlikely 


Hart would continue his hike once the rain 
started. 


TRKIK 


The alcove was perfect. Hart came across a 
swift incline along a rocky side of the 
mountain and spotted the recess some fifteen 
feet ahead. It would be difficult to reach, but 
worth the trouble. The sky was getting 
increasingly darker now, and he could hear 
the distant thunder. Any minute, the rain 
would come, and who knew how bad it would 
be. 

It took him some time and effort, but 
eventually he climbed up the edge of the 
alcove and lifted himself inside. The small 
cave stretched backward thirty feet, but it was 
unoccupied (save for the insects) and would 
keep him hidden and dry. So, Hart settled in, 
had another snack, and prepared his clothes 
for makeshift bedding. 

He was already asleep when the rain 
started to pour ten minutes later. 


CHAPTER 16 : STAY INDOORS 


{Tweet by the Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation} 


TBI 
@TBInvestigation 


Residents of and _ surrounding Helvetica, 
Crownbrook, and Lydia's Shadow are urged to 
remain cautious; murder suspect Matthew Hart 
was last seen in the Cherokee National Forest in 
the range locally known as Brother Mountain. He 
is considered armed and dangerous. 


Spot him? Call 911! 
[image attached] 
2:15 PM—June 14, 2018 


{Tweet by the Helvetica Police Department} 


HPD 
@TNHelveticaPD 


Murder suspect Matthew Hart was last spotted 
on the outskirts of town. Considered armed and 
dangerous. Residents are urged to stay indoors as 
law enforcement officers continue their search. 


If you see him, call 911! Do not engage. 
[image attached] 
2:19 PM—June 14, 2018 


{Related tweets, #matthewhart} 


Harry Regis 

[username disclosed] 

That motherfucker #MatthewHart best stay 
away from my home. I got a twelve gauge, and I 
will use it. 

2:26 PM—June 14, 2018 


Amy Nguyen 

[username disclosed] 

Look at this pic of #MatthewHart and spread it 
like wildfire. Catch this cop killer! Last seen 
nearby! 

2:50 PM—June 14, 2018 


Mort Weinstein 

[username disclosed] 

He's killed two people and held another at 
gunpoint. Catch #MatthewHart before he kills 
again! Burn down the Cherokee National Forest! 
Smoke him out! 

3:12 PM—June 14, 2018 


{Re-tweet at Mort Weinstein} 

Rebecca Henley 

[username disclosed] 

Yeah, let's not, moron. Just call 911 Let the 
professionals handle it and keep your pyro ass in 
check. 


3:16 PM—June 14, 2018 


CHAPTER 17 : ATTACK 


An especially loud crack of thunder woke 
Matthew Hart sometime after five in the 
evening. When he checked his watch and saw 
the time, he was surprised to see how long 
he’d slept on a stone floor with nothing but his 
clothes to keep him comfortable. 

The rain must have been coming in 
slanted at times, because Hart was damp 
within the alcove. He stood from his bed, 
searched his things for anything dry, and 
found everything to be at least mildly wet. 
Annoyed, he decided not to bother. Instead, he 
ate what little food he had left with him—he 
was a big man with a big appetite; he should 
have packed more, he _ realized—and 
considered his next move. 

Leaving the alcove during a_ storm 
seemed foolish. He could hardly see in the 
darkness, and even if he did have a flashlight 
(he'd have to check the side pockets of his 
pack), it would still prove pathetic by the time 
he needed to return to the woods. Peeking out, 
even temporarily, to steal food was probably 


too much of a risk. Hart tried to weigh his 
other options and realized he didn't really 
have any. If he stayed put, how long would he 
last? He could try waiting until morning—no, 
he would not die of starvation in a matter of 
twelve more hours—but he didn't really want 
to. 

He was still considering other ideas when 
he heard something snap nearby. He looked 
outside the small cave but could see little in 
the rain and darkness. It wasn't night yet, 
luckily, but between the trees blocking out the 
sky and the dark clouds, he had minimal 
visibility. 

There was more rustling, and this time he 
was able to better pinpoint the sound; it was 
coming from directly above him. Just several 
feet from the alcove's roof, the ground began 
to level out more, and continued up the 
mountain. Something was approaching the 
edge. He wondered if he should look up and 
check, but before he could consider it any 
further than that, a large head swung down 
from above and looked at him. 

“Oh, no...” 

It was a black bear, leaning over the edge 
to peer inside the cave at him. It must have 


smelled his food, the last bit he'd eaten. And if 
not that, maybe it had just smelled him and 
was hungry enough to think this human will 
do. 

“Go away,” Hart said, too quietly. He'd 
never been so close to a bear before and was 
ready to shit his pants. “Go on.” 

He tried to remember what you were 
supposed to do in such a situation, but he was 
drawing a blank. The bear was _ looking 
brazenly at him, sniffing the air. Hart could 
see its paws were monstrous in size and armed 
with sharp claws. 

“Goddamn it,” he breathed. “Don't be 
aggressive. Please don't be aggressive.” 

The bear roared, its lips curling back 
wildly in intimidation. 

“Ah, shit,” Hart cursed, reaching into his 
pack, and producing the Glock he’d taken 
from the dead sergeant. He took aim at the 
bear and yelled, “Get the fuck on!” 

The bear's head went back several inches, 
as if surprised by the outburst. Then it climbed 
down awkwardly along the upper corner of 
the alcove, getting its full body swung inside. 
Hart had taken several large steps back 
without realizing it, and now his head was 


scraping the top of the stone. Still, he held the 
gun forward, his hands shaking. But not from 
anger. He wasn't facing the red or hearing the 
bees. 

It was terror rippling through him. 

“GO AWAY!” he yelled. 

The bear roared again and swung a paw 
at him. It struck Hart’s arm, the force of which 
caused him to stumble against the wall. Now 
his arm was on fire; although he could not see 
the damage, he knew there had to be some. He 
applied pressure to the injury with his other 
hand and felt the warm stickiness of blood. 

Shoot it, shoot it, shoot it, he told himself. 

Finally, he got the nerve to raise his 
uninjured arm and pull the Glock's trigger. 
The sound vibrated enough within the cave 
that his eardrums seemed to split with the 
painful echo that lingered. But the action had 
worked well enough; the black bear reared 
backward (Hart couldn't tell if he'd even hit it) 
and turned away quickly. A moment later, it 
was climbing back out of the alcove and into 
the darkness. 

Thank God, he thought, inching closer to 
the opening. He didn't dare stick his head out, 
but he listened closely. All he could hear now 


was the rain and occasional rumble of 
thunder. Hopefully, the bear had left and 
wouldn't return. 

Hart dropped himself onto his makeshift 
bed of clothes and searched the side pockets of 
his pack. He found pens, a USB flash drive, 
some mints, and finally a miniature flashlight. 
He took it from his pack, tested it, and 
examined his injured arm. He had several 
deep cuts going across his skin—deep enough 
that he probably needed stitches—that were 
bloody and grisly. 

I need a hospital, he realized. 

But he couldn't do that. So, what then? If 
he left the wound to fester and bleed, he could 
faint. Maybe even lose so much blood that it 
killed him, though he thought that a bit 
overdramatic. 

I've got to bandage it at least, he told 
himself. He looked through his things, but 
there weren’t any medical supplies. For now, 
he'd have to tie a shirt tightly around it. But 
between his fresh cuts and his hunger, it 
looked more appropriate that he should leave 
in search of a house to raid. 

How far could he be from one? He'd tried 
to keep his distance from any structures, so 


the nearest residency was probably a little way 
from his current location. And in the rain, no 
matter. With bears nearby, as he'd learned the 
hard way. 

Did he have any other choice? 

None that looked good. And his brain was 
telling him the same thing over and over 
again: 

Make the pain stop. 


CHAPTER 18 : EIGHTEEN (PART 
TWO) 


The meet was between Robin, Ricky, and an 
unknown man from California, a man Hart 
assumed to be “the big boss.” He was a large 
man, at least twice as wide as Hart, with fists 
the size of cinder blocks. Behind him was a 
guard, a rather pointless one; it looked as if 
the boss could handle anything thrown his 
way and then some. 

From the trees, Hart watched on, as 
instructed. Robin hadn’t told him anything 
until the night before, swearing him to 
secrecy. As far as anyone was concerned, the 
meeting wasn’t happening. Nobody had come 


to town. Robin was simply at home sleeping 
off the flu. 

The meeting was regarding Blue, he knew 
that much. Robin had also told him to watch 
Ricky closely; she didn’t trust him. Ricky and 
the big boss went way back. They were related 
in some way. For whatever reason, Robin 
didn’t think the big boss was too happy with 
her, that bringing Blue into Tennessee was her 
last chance. 

“Last chance at what?” he’d asked her. 

“To prove I’m worth keeping around, 
dummy,” she’d told him. 

“But Ricky was in charge of Blue, I 
thought.” 

“He brought us a sample several years 
ago, when it was still in development. We 
haven’t distributed it beyond that. But Blue’s 
ready now. They have the formula just right. 
Now it’s time to sell, sell, sell.” 

Hart held the binoculars to his face and 
studied Ricky from afar. His associate’s 
demeanor was anxious; Ricky was bouncing 
on his toes every so often, his hands deep in 
his pockets and his arms unbending. He 
almost looked excited but then Hart saw his 
face—there was fear there. Maybe even regret. 


Hart knew regret well, not that he’d 
learned from such mistakes. 

The big boss said something to Robin. 
She nodded. Ricky said something, piling on. 
The big boss gave him a look that said take it 
easy. Ricky nodded and looked down at his 
feet. Robin spoke some more, and the big boss 
listened. The guard behind him was 
uninterested in the conversation; he was too 
busy watching their surroundings. Was Hart 
hidden well enough in the tree? He hoped so. 
The guard was carrying a semi-automatic rifle. 

If only he was close enough to hear what 
they were saying. 

An argument broke out. Ricky spoke 
excitedly, his hands still deep in his pockets. 
Hart didn’t like that. Robin moved a step 
further from him, which couldn’t have been a 
good sign. The big boss laughed. Robin and 
Ricky turned on each other and argued. Hart 
was too far to hear anything with clarity but 
he worried a cross was taking place, just as 
Robin had feared. 

The big boss clapped his hands together, 
shutting down the argument. Then he said 
something calmly to Robin. She shook her 
head. The big boss narrowed his eyes and 


licked his lips. Said something more. Robin 
nodded in a defeated sort of way. Ricky still 
appeared jumpy, but his hands slipped out of 
his pockets, empty. The big boss turned away 
with his guard and left. 

The meeting was over. Robin had told 
him to remain hidden when all was said and 
done. To find her at her house later. He 
climbed down from the tree and located his 
bicycle hidden in the brush. As he found the 
road and climbed onto his seat, he wondered 
if Ricky would be by the house later as well. 

Hart’s overwatch had been kept a secret 
from him, as well. 


CHAPTER 19 : THE COOPERS 


Justin and Holly were well off, enough so that 
they lived up the mountain in the Cherokee 
National Forest some distance from the closest 
cluster of society (halfway between Helvetica 
and the college town, Crownbrook). They also 
owned a nice house; over three thousand 
square feet in living space and erected prior to 
their move. They'd designed it themselves five 
years before. 

Justin worked as a Sales Manager for one 


of Tri-City's leading car dealerships (they had 
three locations!), and Holly was a doctor at 
the Johnson City Medical Center. They both 
had more than an hour’s drive to their places 
of business, but they weren’t bothered by it; 
better to have their peace and isolation, they 
felt, than to live within the city. 

Of course, they knew all about Matthew 
Hart, or at least as much as had been reported 
on a semi-hourly basis since that morning. 
Justin had taken off for the day to spend time 
with his wife, who was on her version of “the 
weekend,” a span of several days straight in 
which she was not on call. 

As such, the Coopers hadn't bothered to 
drop off their baby daughter, Ava, at the 
daycare center. Instead, they went to a park 
up the road to enjoy the weather before 
storms were said to roll in. Unfortunately, the 
news of Hart making his way in their direction 
had urged them back home to spend the rest 
of the day behind closed doors securely 
locked. Luckily, they had a safe room built 
into the house, its hidden door set right off the 
master bedroom in case of danger. 

The family had just finished their dinner 
and cleaned up when Hart was examining his 


bloody arm in an alcove a half mile away. It 
would still be an hour before they'd have to 
deal with him. Until then, they decided on 
watching a movie in their downstairs theater 
room; Cloudy with a Chance of Meatballs, to be 
precise. The bright colors and fast movements 
of the film fascinated Ava, and her parents 
thought it was cute as well. 

After the dishes were done, they headed 
downstairs and got situated. Holly took Ava to 
the wrap-around couch and fixed them a 
pillow bed of sorts, while Justin located the 
movie’s Blu-ray disc and put it into the player. 
“Bed after this, right?” he asked. 

“Sure,” Holly said, bouncing Ava on her 
knee and holding onto her hands. 

“T've got to open the lot tomorrow, and 
will be there most of the day,” Justin said. 

“That's fine, dear. I'll still be off and stay 
with Ava here.” 

“Keep the doors locked and the alarm 
system running. As long as that guy is still out 
there,” Justin said. “I'm not even comfortable 
going to work tomorrow knowing he hasn't 
been caught yet.” 

“You could probably stay home and not 
get in trouble, but at the same time I'm sure 


we'll be fine. The cops are everywhere looking 
for this guy. He won't last much longer.” 

“And yet he's gotten this far into the 
day,” Justin sighed. “If we're lucky, he's dead 
and they just don't know it yet.” 

“Like he fell off the cliff side?” Holly said. 

“Or got eaten by a bear,” Justin laughed. 
“That would be perfect. As long as they find 
his remains, that is, and confirm it for all of us 
staying indoors.” 

“T'm sure we will be okay, dear.” 

Justin dropped himself onto the couch 
beside her and Ava and lifted the remote. 
“Let's get this party started then.” 


TRKIK 


Marshal Gibson had taken a room in a small, 
rundown motel in Helvetica, as close to the 
mountain road as possible. The place was 
severely outdated, but he didn't need much. 
Just some Wi-Fi, which they luckily had 
available. To kill time, he explored the web 
and worked on his other case files. What there 
was on Hart, he already had printed earlier 
and studied. 

Hours passed without anything new to go 


on with the manhunt. The lack of progress was 
driving Gibson mad. He wasn't the most 
patient of men, especially when it came to 
cop-killers. And this guy was nearby, just out 
of reach, hidden and laughing amongst the 
trees. 

He better be in those woods still, Gibson 
thought unhappily. If Hart had left to return to 
the road without them knowing, then he was 
probably long gone. They would have to get 
the FBI involved if that happened. Get a 
country-wide lookout in motion. He didn't 
want that if it could be avoided. He was 
already there, and he represented outside help 
as it was. 

He was to contain Hart within Tennessee 
and capture him within Tennessee. That was 
the weakest of his goals. Preferably, he wanted 
to put a bullet through the guy's neck, watch 
him choke on his blood while gasping for air. 
And if it came down to a standoff between 
him and Hart, then that was exactly what he 
aimed to do. Without witnesses, who was to 
say Hart hadn't made a move to kill Gibson 
first? No, it would be his word against no one 
else, and it'd be accepted without question. 

Cop-killers may not have been as bad as 


child-killers and child-rapists, but they were 
right there on his list, nevertheless. High up it. 
He'd dealt with the like before, and surely 
would again after Hart’s eventual execution. 
Was he leaning a bit toward vigilantism at 
times, thinking he'd kill Hart sooner than take 
him to trial? Maybe. Did he care? In this case, 
the answer was no. He felt justified and 
thought most civilians would agree. The law 
would have something to say about it, but that 
was only if they ever discovered the truth. 

And Gibson was good at keeping things 
hidden when he wanted them to stay hidden. 

You could call him crooked; he didn't 
care. His conscience was satisfied, and that 
was what mattered to him more than anything 
else. 


rR 


As the Coopers watched their movie, Hart left 
the safety (or maybe “cover” was a more 
appropriate word, considering the bear attack) 
of his alcove, and headed through the rain in 
their direction. He had no sense of where he 
was going—the little flashlight guiding him by 
only five feet or so—but he'd decided the risk 


was better than biding his time in the cave, 
only to have more wildlife follow the smell of 
his blood. 


TRIKE 


Jennifer Pipe was the Acting Dispatcher at 
HPD headquarters that night. She’d spoken 
with Marshal Gibson about contacting him the 
moment another sighting of Hart was 
reported. It didn't matter if the call came from 
Helvetica or Crownbrook or Lydia's Shadow; 
each of the police departments served dispatch 
on one consolidated channel there, so she'd 
hear it. 

Though more than a hundred tips had 
been dropped throughout the day regarding 
the whereabouts of Matthew Hart, they 
weren't going through localized numbers for 
law enforcement, but rather a line run by the 
TBI. As a result, HPD had only received a few 
calls in the last three hours, all of which had 
been residents voicing concern, nothing useful 
to the investigation. She hadn't bothered to 
pass them along to Gibson. 

Jennifer had arrived earlier in the 
afternoon with a request to work the overnight 


shift in addition to her scheduled hours. She 
was not only interested in the search for and 
capture of Matthew Hart but didn't have 
anyone at home to return to. Gibson sounded 
sexy to her over the phone, and so she was 
also hoping to have a chance in meeting him 
by staying on shift as long as she could 
possibly manage. 

For now, though, very little was 
happening. She'd sent an officer to break up a 
bar fight, and another to investigate a series of 
car alarms within a _ neighborhood of 
apartments, but that was about it. 

She was dreadfully bored and getting 
tired. 


>Re 


When Hart spotted light ahead (this being the 
Cooper property), he'd been wandering for 
close to an hour in the rain. He was soaked all 
the way through, of course, and shivering. 
Though it wasn't cold outside, being wet 
bothered him greatly. Enough so that his 
anger was steadily rising with the stress of the 
last twelve hours. The day had been an 
exhausting one, and he was ready for his luck 


to turn. 

The property was professionally kept, the 
lawn immaculate. When he saw the size of the 
house, he immediately thought this place ought 
to work just fine. 

But did he ever consider the possibility of 
a security system? Of course not. This was 
Matthew Hart, after all, and his mind was 
focused on only two things at the time: 
bandages and food. He was sure he'd find both 
in this large residence. 


rR 


Inside, the Coopers were close to finishing 
their movie. Ava had fallen asleep in Holly's 
arms some twenty minutes earlier, leaving the 
adults to watch the movie without her. Holly 
was still alert—she had taken a nap earlier in 
the day while her husband played with the 
baby—but Justin was passing out. Finally, he 
gave up and looked at Holly. 

“Let's just call it what it is,” he said. 
“Unless you want to finish it yourself, I'm 
heading upstairs to bed.” 

“We will be there in a few minutes. This 
is close to the final sequence,” she told him, 


looking down at Ava's sleeping form. 

Justin leaned over and _ kissed _ his 
daughter on the forehead, then his wife on the 
lips. “See you soon,” he said, standing from 
the couch and leaving the theater room. 

The stairs led to the kitchen, which was 
still largely lit. Justin crossed the tiled floor to 
the refrigerator to grab a bottle of water and 
check the clock over the stove on _ his 
approach. It was only ten after seven. It 
looked like it was night through the windows, 
though, thanks to the ongoing storm. The 
mood was a lethargic one. 

He took his water upstairs with him to 
the bedroom, regardless of the hour. Either 
way, he needed to be up by four at the latest. 


rR 


Not long after, Holly finished the movie and 
turned off the player in the theater room of 
the basement. Complete darkness swept over 
her and Ava. It only lasted a second, however, 
because this was one of the few rooms in the 
house with voice activated lights. She chased 
off the black with the simple phrase, “Lights, 


99 


on,” and stood from the couch with Ava 


against her breast. 

She climbed the steps slowly, trying not 
to jostle the baby too much, and entered the 
kitchen. She was crossing into the foyer to the 
next flight of stairs when she heard a thud 
from the back of the house, likely against the 
sliding backdoor. She paused and _ listened 
carefully, her foot hovering on the first step. A 
second later, there was the shattering of glass 
and the house alarm sounded. Ava woke and 
began to wail. 

Holly hurried up the stairs and yelled for 
her husband. Justin appeared in the hall a 
second later as she turned towards it. “What's 
going on? What was that sound?” he asked 
sleepily. 

“Someone's breaking in!” she _ said, 
rushing past him with Ava into their bedroom. 

Justin looked toward the stairs a moment 
longer, listening to movement from down in 
the kitchen, and then followed his wife. When 
he entered their bedroom, he saw that she had 
already opened the hidden passage to their 
safe room and was inside. 

He joined her and shut the door, which 
locked securely with a beep from the keypad 
on the wall. He then looked at Holly and said, 


“Did you see them?” 

“No, I just heard the glass breaking as I 
was about to come upstairs.” 

Justin nodded and_ grabbed _ the 
emergency landline phone from the small desk 
in the corner. As he dialed 911, Holly took a 
seat on the large bed opposite the desk and 
tried rocking Ava back to sleep. The alarm 
could still be heard from within the safe room, 
so it didn’t seem likely she’d have any luck. 


rR 


The continuous beeping surprised Hart, but he 
pushed on. It had been over a decade since he 
last deactivated an alarm and technology had 
advanced greatly since then. Luckily, Hart had 
no reason to linger in the house; he just 
needed to grab a few things and leave. So, he 
hurried to the refrigerator with his pack, and 
began emptying things into it. Water, soda, 
cold cuts, carrots... 

Next, he checked the pantry, which was a 
large walk-in. “Must be nice,” he breathed, 
taking it all in. The owners had a large 
assortment of snacks, which calmed Hart 
instantly. He was too hungry not to be excited 


by the sight of it all. 
oR 


As Hart loaded his pack full of food from the 
Cooper house, Gibson's phone began to ring. 
He rushed out of the bathroom (where he'd 
been shaving to pass the time) and answered 
the call. It was Pipe working Dispatch at the 
HPD. Just the woman he wanted to hear from. 

“You got him?” he asked her. 

“T think it could be,” she said happily. “A 
doctor's house halfway between here and 
Crownbrook. Their alarms went off when 
someone broke in on the ground floor. The 
family has locked themselves in their panic 
room upstairs.” 

“That’s great, Jennifer. What's the 
address?” 


CHAPTER 20 : SHOWDOWN 


Hart was in trouble. He was searching the 
downstairs bathroom for medical supplies 
when he heard the first siren in the distance. 
Even if he left right that minute, they'd catch 
them. Or would they? It was dark and raining 


outside, and the woods were right across the 
backyard. Maybe he could still disappear 
again. 

He located a travel-kit of supplies in the 
bathroom closet (bandages and _ alcohol 
included) and shoved them into what little 
space remained of his engorged pack. He then 
hurried back toward the broken sliding glass 
door just as the flashing red and blue lights 
pierced the windows at the front of the house. 

“Fuck,” he grumbled, returning to the 
rain and starting to run with the awkwardness 
of his heavy bag. 

He made it into the woods a minute later 
and paused long enough to view the house one 
last time. Two officers were rounding the side 
toward the backyard to surround the 
perimeter. Knowing what few options Hart 
had, one decided to glance toward the trees 
and quickly spotted him. The spotlight of the 
backyard had a wide coverage, far enough 
that he was still slightly visible. 

Of course, he thought angrily, turning 
back toward the trees and running. 

“He's over there!” the officer yelled to 
their partner in the rain. 

Hart wondered if he could lose them. He 


didn't have that much of a lead, and he was 
being slowed by his things. His flashlight was 
also starting to blink, which meant it was 
dying. 

Goddamn it, he thought, trying to figure 
out which way to go. If only he could see 
better, maybe then he could find a spot to 
hide. But his sight was shit now. It was darker 
out, the rain had gotten heavier again, and his 
flashlight was just about done. 

He could hear the voices of pursuit not 
far behind. 

Keep moving, idiot, he told himself, 
pushing forward with little idea where he was 
headed. Several times he nearly tripped but 
caught himself. He hoped he could continue 
being so lucky. 


rR 


Gibson drove as fast he could up the mountain 
road, passing any car that appeared in front of 
him. It was a dangerous thing to do on those 
curves—especially in this weather—but the 
Marshal had his bubble light flashing to make 
himself known. 

If only this rain would stop, he thought, 


squinting his eyes. 

According to the GPS, the property was 
just a minute away now. Surely, at least one 
squad car had shown up there in this time, if 
not more. They had cops everywhere in 
Helvetica and Crownbrook tonight, so it would 
only take minutes for the world to come 
crashing down on Hart with extreme force. 

The excitement of it all made Gibson 
harden. 

We've got you now, prick. 


rR 


Hart was thinking he'd lost them, because the 
voices seemed to be drifting further away in 
the other direction. One of the turns he’d 
made back there must have thrown them off 
his trail. The problem was he was lost now 
and moving blindly through the forest. 

He had gone ahead and discarded his 
flashlight when it died a while back, and now 
only had his pack of food with him. He was 
tempted to stop for a break and bandage his 
arm (the blood loss was making him 
lightheaded and weak), but he wasn't sure 
how smart that would be. He didn't need 


another mistake to land him in deeper trouble. 

He did his best to press onward, much to 
his own misfortune. Because dead ahead, the 
trees stopped, as did the ground. In the 
darkness and rain, he hadn’t noticed, and took 
a step too far. His foot dropped six inches 
lower than it should have, and he tumbled 
forward into the wet darkness. 


TKK 


As Gibson took another sharp curve in the 
road, something fell from the cliff side and 
landed ahead of him. He hit his brakes hard 
and swerved into the other lane where, 
luckily, no one was approaching. For a 
moment, he caught his breath, thinking it had 
been a minor rockslide. But then he saw one 
of the two bundles (the much larger one) 
begin to move in the beam of his headlights. 

Gibson yanked free his sidearm, realizing 
it was a person, and swung open the car door 
to let in the inviting rain. He had an idea who 
this unlucky bastard must have been, and 
yelled, “Put your hands up!” as he stepped 
onto the slick road. 

Hart climbed to his feet awkwardly and 


stumbled to the side. The bundle beside him 
was a fallen pack of supplies. In the light, with 
Hart now standing, Gibson could officially 
identify the man as his suspect. 

“T said put those fucking hands up, 
Matthew!” 

His suspect, injured, fell onto his pack 
and grunted. 

Gibson watched him closely and inched 
forward with his weapon raised. 


oR 


Breathing heavily atop his pack of food, Hart 
realized he had two options left to him. One 
was to run, and risk being shot in the back; 
the other involved pulling the dead deputy's 
firearm from his pack and shoot first. He knew 
just where to find it amongst his things. He'd 
moved it to the top of his bag when leaving 
the house, just in case. All he had to do was 
unzip the pack and pull it out. 

But the officer (whoever he was) had him 
in his sights and was probably ready to shoot 
Hart the moment he made a wrong move. 

What else can I do? he thought. Jf I pull, at 
least I have a chance of surviving the night. 


He pretended to groan as he readjusted 
himself atop the bag. When he did so, he 
placed a hand onto the pack's zipper and 
slowly lowered it. In the pounding rain, even 
he couldn't hear it. 

“Get the fuck up! I won't say it again!” 
the silhouette yelled from the _ blinding 
headlights. 

Hart felt the grip of the Glock in his 
shaking hand, and welcomed himself to see 
red. Just as Robin taught him years earlier. 


rR 


Gibson was taking another slight step forward 
when Hart suddenly rolled onto his back and 
raised a gun. In the same instant Hart pulled 
his trigger, Gibson cocked himself to the left 
as a dodging reflex. Though the bullet skinned 
his arm, it wasn't the sort of wound to stop 
him in his tracks; the same moment he felt the 
burn, he pulled his own trigger. Hart's head 
briefly vanished behind a crimson mist before 
awkwardly slouching backward in the falling 
rain. 

“Motherfucker,” Gibson breathed, 
lowering his firearm, and approaching Hart's 


body. He tapped it roughly with his shoe and 
saw for a fact that Hart was a goner; his face 
had caved in from the shot. His brains were 
littering the rain-streaked road behind him. 

From both directions of the road, sirens 
were approaching. Gibson looked back at his 
vehicle, and saw that he was split between 
both lanes, blocking the way. That would be 
just fine, because this was their place to stop 
anyway. He left the corpse of Matthew Hart 
and began waving his hands in preparation of 
the squad car taking the curve ahead. Behind 
his own vehicle, another was already slowing 
to a stop in the rain. 

“We got him, boys!” Gibson called out 
through the rain, though no one could hear 
him and knew it. “We got him.” 


RK 
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The manhunt for Matthew Hart has _ been 
concluded. The murder suspect was killed in a 


standoff with authorities after firing at U-S. 
Marshal Woody Gibson on Brother Mountain 
Road. 
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Manhunt Comes to a Close; Matthew Hart Killed 
in Gunfight 


Jeannie Green, The Vanna Support 
Published 8:55 p.m. ET June 14,2018 


BROTHER MOUNTAIN ROAD—Around 8 this 
evening, the manhunt for murder suspect 
Matthew Hart came to an end when U.S. Marshal 
Woody Gibson located Hart on Brother Mountain 
Road. Currently, details are sparse, but according 
to the TBI, a gunfight ensued, leaving Marshal 
Gibson injured and Matthew Hart deceased. 


Matthew Hart was identified on surveillance as 
the man who shot and killed Sergeant Kelly 
Fogel earlier this morning. It was also later 
discovered that he had killed his landlord, Tyler 
Parks, at his trailer home _ back in 
Tommyknockers. 


The manhunt lasted much of the day, slowed by 
Hart taking a truck driver at gunpoint into 
Helvetica, where he then dashed into the woods 
to hide from authorities. 


The Blue Alert issued by TBI has since been 
receded. 


CHAPTER 21 : EIGHTEEN (PART 
THREE) 


When Robin stepped into her bedroom to strip 
out of her clothes and shower, she was startled 
to find Hart sitting at her bedside, waiting for 
her. 

“Jesus. You got the drop on me,” she 
said, locking the door behind her. “Good thing 
you're on my side.” 

“You told me to meet you here after.” 

“T know. I just expected you to knock 
first.” She removed her shirt and pulled down 
her pants. 

“What are you doing?” he asked. 

“Tve got to clean off. Want to join me?” 

“Maybe.” 

She stood before him and placed a hand 
beneath his chin, raising his gaze from her 
midsection to her eyes. “What’s up, Matthew?” 


“Youre in trouble, aren’t you?” 

“Well, yeah. A bit.” 

“With the boss?” 

“Sort of.” 

“Tf not him, then who? Ricky?” 

She nodded. 

“But why? I thought you were in charge 
of him.” 

“T am. Or was. That might have 
changed...” 

“Why?” 

“Ricky and Fenton are family. And Ricky 
has been badmouthing me for some time, it 
seems.” She removed her underwear and took 
Hart’s hand, guiding him into the bathroom 
with her. As she turned on the shower and let 
it run, she turned to him and lifted off his 
shirt. “He’s jealous, you know.” 

Hart allowed her to remove his shirt 
before asking, “Jealous of what?” 

“Of us. Has been since the beginning. It’s 
just...grown with time. I think he hates me 
now. So, he’s been telling Fenton lies for 
months.” Her hands fell to Hart’s jeans, which 
she pulled down a moment later. 

“Why not string him along?” Hart asked. 

She met his eyes and blindly pulled back 


the shower curtain for them to step into the 
raining water. “You want me to fuck him and 
make him think he’s special?” 

“Tf that could save your life, then yeah.” 

She smiled and patted him on the chest. 
“T'd rather kill him before he kills me first.” 

Hart followed her into the shower and 
said, “You think he’d do that?” 

“T think he’s been given the option if he 
so chooses.” 

“Huh?” 

“T think Fenton told him it was okay to 
kill me if Ricky decides he wants my job.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

She shrugged and ducked her head under 
the hot stream of water. “Call it a hunch. You 
saw the meeting. What did you think of it?” 

“Tt looked like Ricky was _ hiding 
something in his pockets.” 

She laughed a little and said, “Well, sure. 
He had a switchblade in his hand, ready to cut 
my throat. I know him well enough to say that 
with certainty. But, for whatever reason, 
Fenton didn’t give the command.” 

“So, you're safe.” 

“No, baby, no.” She placed her hands 
against his chest and nibbled along his 


collarbone. “We should leave before it’s too 
late.” 

Hart was quiet for a minute. He held 
Robin close as he considered a number of 
questions flooding his mind. Finally, he asked, 
“What is SZALAJKO?” 

“You mean who.” 

“What?” 

“Szalajko is my name. Robin Szalajko.” 

“Tt is?” 

“You didn’t figure that out? After all 
these years?” 

Hart took a step back from her embrace, 
wounded. He knew he wasn’t the smartest, but 
he thought she held him in higher regard. But 
her tone has been cruel. 

“Tm sorry,” she said, as if sensing danger. 
“That was shitty of me.” 

“You're the name from that folder?” 

“Tam.” 

“Why? Who did I take that from?” 

“A reporter. Someone that had started 
tracking me and was ready to feed the police 
my information.” 

“Tracking you?” 

“T’ve been working for Fenton since I was 
fourteen. ’m not from here originally. Much 


like Ricky, I came from out of state.” 

Hart was angry. He didn’t want to admit 
it, but it was clear when he forced Robin aside 
to allow him the water. He was shaking. He 
wanted to pretend it was because he was cold 
and needed to warm himself. But Robin knew 
better. 

“Don’t be like that, Matthew.” 

“How did taking that folder and 
computer stop the reporter from turning you 
in?” he asked, ignoring her. 

“Tt didn’t. It just confirmed my 
suspicions.” 

“About what?” 

She sighed. “About being _ tracked, 
Matthew. People aren’t supposed to know who 
I am or that I’m living here.” 

“How come he hasn’t done it?” 

“Done what? Turn me in?” 

“Right.” 

“Well, she is dead. That’s why.” 

“How?” 

“How do you think, Matthew? Ricky got 
to her.” 

He turned away from Robin and allowed 
the water to run down his face. He sputtered 
against it but wanted the scorch, maybe even 


needed it. The bees were starting to take flight. 
But he didn’t want to see red. So, he distracted 
himself with the heat of the shower, turning 
the nozzle further to the right. 

Robin hissed and took another step back. 
“Jesus, Matthew. That’s too hot.” 

Hart took several deep breaths and 
lowered the temperature once more. When he 
turned back to face her, Robin was startled by 
how blushed his face looked now that he’d 
slightly burned it. 

“Fuck, are you okay?” 

He shrugged. “What’s the plan here?” 

“T prepared you for it already.” 

“What is it, Robin?” 

“T want you to take care of Ricky. I want 
you to send a message to Fenton.” 

Hart swallowed hard and took another 
series of deep breaths. “Wouldn’t that just 
make him come after you? You said they were 
related.” 

“Ricky is his nephew. And no, it wouldn’t 
make Fenton come after me.” 

“How come?” 

“Because Fenton respects bold decisions. 
He respects displays of strength and, well... 
violence.” 


“Even so...killing his nephew would be 
personal.” 

“To some degree, sure. By blood, yes. But 
this world is different from the one you think 
you know. I never put you in too deep. I’ve 
kept you flirting on the outskirts.” She 
grabbed him by the shoulders and directed 
him to her old place, allowing her the water 
once more. Hart didn’t struggle against her 
hands. He felt numb. 

“Killing Fenton’s nephew isn’t personal,” 
she continued. “It would be regarded highly.” 

“So, why not do it yourself?” Hart 
growled. “Why have me do it?” 

“Do you love me, Matthew?” 

He looked at her. Really looked at her. 
She was beautiful, especially dripping wet. But 
she could be condescending and demanding. 
Did he love her? He wasn’t sure. 

“If Ricky attacks you and I’m there...I 
can’t imagine turning away from it,” he said 
finally. 

“Meaning?” 

“T would kill him. I think.” 

“T guess that will have to do,” she said, 
squeezing shampoo into her palm and running 
it through her hair. “It could be tonight, just 
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so you know.” 

“Really?” 

“Matthew...he might be inside the house 
this very minute looking to take advantage of 
me showering, defenseless. I doubt he knows 
you're here, though. I didn’t. So, just in case, 
why don’t you shut your mouth and keep 
quiet. He could be here any moment.” 

Hart obeyed. He listened closely to the 
world outside the bathroom and wondered if 
he should grab a towel. When there was a 
faint creak of a floorboard somewhere in the 
house, Hart went ahead and stepped out of the 
shower as quietly as possible. He looked back 
at Robin and saw that she was watching him 
with interest. She knew what was coming but 
didn’t stop bathing. 

That twinkle in her eye was there. 

She was excited. 

Hart quickly dried his legs and feet to 
avoid slipping on the tiled floor, and then 
tossed aside the towel. As quietly as he could 
manage, he took a knee beside the sink and 
checked its cabinet for anything of use. 

Another creak, this time from the 
bedroom door slowly opening. 

There was nothing but bottles of 


shampoo and _ conditioner and_ cleanser 
beneath the sink. He supposed he could use 
one to blind Ricky, but what if the asshole 
started shooting his gun with his eyes closed? 
What good would that do him or Robin? 

As he stood, Hart placed a hand against 
the towel bar along the wall. He noticed it was 
loose in his grip. He tightened his fist around 
it and flexed his arm. The bathroom door 
opened. 

A familiar, cocky voice shouted, “Yo, 
Robin! Surprise!” 

Hart immediately tore the bar out the 
wall and swung it sideways into Ricky’s face. 
It made an impact with his grin, shattering his 
teeth and jaw loudly, and knocking him 
backward into the bedroom. 

Hart stepped into the doorway just as a 
bullet was fired into the bathroom. It removed 
a small triangle of cartilage from his ear as he 
zipped by. Hart howled in pain as he gripped 
the frame of the doorway. 

Inside, his head quickly filled with 
swarming bees and his vision bled red. 

Hart took the towel rod forward and 
broke Ricky’s hand just as the would-be 
assassin raised his pistol to take another shot. 


The gun fell away from Ricky as he grabbed 
his crushed hand and screamed. But Hart 
heard none of it; all sound had ceased for him. 
There was only a high-pitched whine and the 
buzzing of bees between his ears. 

The rod went up and then back down 
again. And again. And again. This continued 
for a minute or longer. He couldn’t be sure. He 
didn’t stop swinging until a gentle hand 
tentatively placed itself against his backside. 
He spun in place, bar raised to continue his 
fight, when a set of lips pressed firmly against 
his. The moment brought Hart a wave of déja 
vu. 

His fury began to fade, as did the buzzing 
sound in his head. When he opened his eyes 
next, he saw that Robin was against him, 
naked and dripping wet. He was covered in 
blood. Robin shoved him clumsily over Ricky’s 
corpse and onto the bed. As she climbed onto 
him and bit into his shoulder, he craned his 
neck to see the floor. Ricky was there, though 
his body could have belonged to anyone now; 
his face was gone, caved in, and reduced to a 
mush in the crater of his skull. 

Robin forced his face back to hers and 
kissed him again, deeply and with passionate 


force. 
If there was such a thing as making love, 
this was the closest Hart ever came to it. 


TRIKE 


Later that night, once they’d showered again 
(this time to remove the blood), Robin 
bandaged Hart’s ear and told him she needed 
to grab their emergency bags. 

“What are you talking about?” he asked 
as he gathered his clothes from the bathroom 
floor. 

“We need to burn my house down,” she 
told him. “Look at what’s left of Ricky. I need 
this to go away. And so do you.” 

Hart looked. Ricky’s blood and gore had 
seeped into the carpet. There was no getting 
rid of it. Not all of it. Ricky would always 
remain in this house as long as it remained 
standing. 

“Where will you go?” Hart asked. 

“Pve had a, what do you call it? An 
epiphany, I suppose.” She laughed and 
shrugged it off. “’'m done. I’m leaving. Fenton 
can fuck himself.” 

“You’re going to hide? I thought you said 


he wouldn’t take this personally.” 

“He won’t. But I don’t want any part of 
this life anymore. This was enough to open my 
eyes, you know?” She stepped into the closet 
and returned with two large duffel bags 
stuffed to the gills. “You could join me, you 
know. In fact, I want you to join me.” 

“Will Fenton be looking for me?” 

She shook her head. “To my knowledge, 
he still knows nothing of you. He may have 
heard your name over the years, but he hears 
many names. We’ve had many recruits, you 
know? He wasn’t aware of our relationship. 
He couldn’t possibly know you killed Ricky. 
And if he did, it would only work in your 
favor, I think. So, no—I don’t believe he’d ever 
come looking for you. But you know...if you 
love me, you should join me.” She held out 
her hand to him. 

Hart stared at Robin’s gentle palm for a 
long minute, considering her offer. Finally, he 
asked, “Do you love me?” 

Robin dropped her hand and licked her 
lips. “I don’t know if I’ve ever loved anybody, 
to be completely honest.” 

“Youre a bit of a ghost, aren’t you?” 

“T was before that reporter. Now I’m a 


rumor.” 

Hart sighed. “I don’t think I could leave 
my mother. She needs me.” 

Robin took a deep breath and picked up 
her duffel bags once more. “Well...let’s get the 
fuck out of here so I can burn it all down 
then.” 
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The blaze was hypnotizing. Hart watched until 
sirens sounded in the distance. When he 
turned to say goodbye to Robin, he realized 
she was long gone, as was her car. When had 
she left him? Did it really matter? 

He returned to the trees where his bike 
was hidden. When he surfaced from the 
opposite end of the woods, several streets 
away, he got onto his seat and rode home. 

He’d killed someone. He couldn’t shake 
that feeling of finality from inside his chest. 

He didn’t want to ever do it again. 


CHAPTER 22 : ABSENCE 


Agatha Richardson read the paper—Matthew 
Hart being the front-page story—and shook 


her head, a cigarette dangling from between 
her lips. 

Her roommate, Tammy, sat opposite her 
at the dining table, eating her breakfast. She 
observed Agatha with some amusement and 
said, “What's got you so interested? You never 
read them things.” 

“Remember that guy I would fuck from 
time to time?” Agatha began. “The one off the 
clock. He was big and hairy and a bit simple.” 

Her roommate nodded with a spoonful of 
cereal paused before her lips. “Yeah, he hit on 
me a couple times.” 

“I'm not surprised,” Agatha said, turning 
the front of the paper around to show her 
roommate the leading story: MANHUNT FOR 
MATTHEW HART ENDS IN GUNFIGHT. 

“That was him?” 

Agatha nodded. “Sure is. Or was, I 
mean.” 

“He dead?” 

“Sure is.” 

“Shit,” her roommate said, shaking her 
head. “What he do?” 

“Killed his landlord and a cop.” 

“Why did he do that?” 

Agatha laughed lightly and let the paper 


fall to the dirty floor. Shrugging, she said, 
“Because he was never really in control. None 
of us are.” 


CHAPTER 23 : CROSSING THE 
LINE 


Gibson grumbled when his phone began to 
vibrate atop the hotel nightstand. He rolled 
away from the dispatcher he’d bedded and 
snatched the device from its charger. He took 
the incoming call in the bathroom for privacy. 
It was the Chief Deputy Marshal, Alan 
Cranson. 

“Sir?” 

“Gibson, you're still in Tommyknockers, 
correct?” 

“Close enough. Helvetica.” 

“Good.” 

Gibson leaned onto the sink and 
examined himself in the large bathroom 
mirror. He looked as exhausted as he felt. 
“Why is that good, sir?” 

“Your manhunt for Matthew Hart 
contracted a lot of attention nationwide.” 

“Okay.” 


“An old friend of Hart’s was rushing to 
his aid. But she didn’t make it in time. 
Obviously.” 

“She, sir?” 

“Robin Szalajko,” Cranson_ explained. 
“Girl’s been in the wind for years. Honestly, 
we thought she was dead, probably murdered. 
Her old boss, Fenton, wasn’t the forgiving 
type.” 

“T don’t know these names, Alan.” 

“Well, I’m telling them to you. Someone 
tortured an officer just outside 
Tommyknockers. To death, mind you. Just a 
few hours ago, but you know how it is—we 
don’t sit back and wait for fingerprints to get 
analyzed.” 

“You jumped the line, you mean?” 

“Fuck the que. Another officer has been 
murdered.” 

“And you got a match on the prints?” 

“Just five minutes before I called. They 
belong to Robin, alright. And like I said, she’s 
been missing for a while now.” 

In the bedroom, the dispatcher moaned. 
Gibson checked to make sure she was still 
sleeping before returning to the bathroom and 
shutting the door behind him. 


“Okay. So, I’m not leaving the area then.” 

“That’s right. Robin Szalajko was 
responsible for at least three deaths in the 90s. 
She worked for Robert Fenton from the time 
she was fourteen until her mid-twenties. Then 
she vanished. Until now.” 

Gibson covered his phone and groaned 
with annoyance. He just wanted to sleep. Hart 
was dead. Job well done. Now was the time 
for rest. But he wasn’t going to get it. Another 
manhunt was about to go underway. 

Shit. 

“Gibson?” 

“Yeah, I’m here.” 

“Get over to the Helvetica station. Ill 
forward the information there for you to pick 
up securely.” 

Gibson returned his eyes to his reflection. 
“Yes, sir.” 

“Don’t lose her, Woody. She’s a tricky 
one. Slippery. And she’s just crossed the line. 
One officer dead. Could be more if she didn’t 
learn what she wanted from the first one. And, 
as I’m sure you’ve guessed, she’s out for 
revenge. This is no longer a rescue mission for 
her, because you killed her ex. Chances are 
she’s looking for your ass as we speak.” 


Gibson sighed and took a step back from 
the mirror. He was naked and stinking of sex. 
“Wonderful,” he said, running a hand down 
his face and turning on the shower behind 
him. “Let me clean myself up first. Then [ll 
kill her.” 
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